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ABSTRACT

My thesis takes into consideration the scope of eugenics ideologies and their influence on
literature, specifically two mid-twentieth century authors from the U.S. South, Carson McCullers
and Eudora Welty. I contend that both writers engage with eugenics rhetoric, challenging and
subverting the prevailing ideology of the day, albeit in differing ways. McCullers and Welty
address different facets of eugenics rhetoric in their novels— namely, the nature of “defect” and
the criteria for “fitness” for “citizenship.” This thesis interrogates the ways in which these writers
develop rhetorical strategies for resisting eugenics ideologies in their respective novels
Reflections in a Golden Eye and Delta Wedding. I argue that both writers reject eugenicists’
valuations of worth, instead suggesting alternate means of determining defectiveness and fitness.
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INTRODUCTION
To the patriotic young men and women of our country, who contemplate marriage, and to the
research workers in the field of eugenics, these few lines on heredity are dedicated by a horse
breeder, whose experiences have taught him to realize that the rights of our unborn children are
not fairly or honestly protected. Every unborn child has the inalienable right to come into the
world free from disease, from hereditary ailments and from mental and physical defects.
(Stokes 5)
Indeed, in this family and its collateral branches, [one can] find nothing but good representative
citizenship. (Goddard 30)

W.E.D. Stokes and Henry Goddard express two core facets of eugenics rhetoric from the
nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century—belief that this ideology would rid society of
“hereditary ailments and defects,” thus making those who composed a nation fit for “good
representative citizenship.” Adoption of eugenics ideology was not limited to the scientific
sector—it engaged all levels of society, numbering among its proponents sociologists, writers,
presidents, and horse breeders. Stokes, the President of the Patchen Wilkes Stock Farm in
Lexington, Kentucky, observed in The Right to be Well Born or, Horse Breeding in its Relation
to Eugenics that “If all this [‘breeding out weaklings and defectives’] can be done in the horse
family, it can just as easily be done in the human, if thinking people will give heed” (Stokes 8).
Stokes’s title, too, evokes eugenics ideology in its rhetorical choices, with the word eu-genic
literally meaning “well born.” Similarly, Goddard’s study of the Kallikak family engaged in a
discussion of the importance of “breeding,” focusing specifically on two branches of a family—
one that produced defects and one that created individuals fit for societal “citizenship.” Both
Stokes and Goodard serve as examples of eugenicists from two different disciplines who
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wholeheartedly embraced the tenets of eugenics as originally communicated by earlier
generations of scientists.
J. David Smith notes that this ideology was presented by its founder, Francis Galton, as
“the science that would deal with all of the influences that could improve the inborn qualities of
a race,” with the “aim [of] eliminat[ing] from human populations…unwanted hereditary
disorders (Smith 2, paraphrasing Galton). In categorizing members of society as “fit” or “unfit,”
“defective” or faultless, “abnormal” or “normal,” eugenicists hoped to encourage the breeding of
some people while discouraging it in others.
My thesis takes into consideration the scope of eugenics ideologies and their influence on
literature, specifically two mid-twentieth century authors from the U.S. South, Carson McCullers
and Eudora Welty. I contend that both writers engage with eugenics rhetoric, challenging and
subverting the prevailing ideology of the day, albeit in differing ways. McCullers and Welty
address different facets of eugenics rhetoric in their novels—namely, the nature of “defect” and
the criteria for “fitness” for “citizenship.” This thesis interrogates the ways in which these writers
develop rhetorical strategies for resisting eugenics ideologies in their respective novels
Reflections in a Golden Eye (1944) and Delta Wedding (1946). I argue that both writers reject
eugenicists’ valuations of worth, instead suggesting alternate means of determining defectiveness
and fitness.
In chapter one, “Queering Eugenics: Resistance to Eugenic Stereotypes in Carson
McCullers’s Reflections in a Golden Eye,” I contend that McCullers employs eugenic
terminologies for the purpose of subverting the eugenic assumption that biological fitness entails
moral fitness. McCullers’s resistance to eugenics rhetoric mounts a queer challenge to identity
2

categories and advocates valuing moral characteristics above physical ones. My reading of
McCullers also complicates the contention that all identity categories are negative—rather, I
suggest that McCullers, like Welty, creates alternative definitions of fitness and defectiveness,
focusing on moral characteristics rather than solely on biological traits. The second chapter,
“‘Funny in Her Head’: ‘Fitter Families’ and Feminist Resistance in Eudora Welty’s Delta
Wedding,” argues that Welty’s work, rather than queering eugenics rhetoric, exhibits a feminist
resistance to eugenics by depicting the aggressive masculinity that determines male fitness in
wartime and persists into postwar society as a malevolent force, a vestige of combat trauma.
Welty argues instead that true valor exists outside the specter of violence. These writers draw on
queer and feminist perspectives to argue for manifestations of defectiveness and fitness that
contrast with those proposed by eugenicists.
Eugenics as Progressive and Widely Accepted “Science”
In order to consider the impact of eugenics ideology on literature, specifically that of
McCullers and Welty, it is necessary to first examine the roots of eugenic ideology in the United
States, with its specific categories of defectiveness and fitness. The origins of this rhetoric in the
U.S. can be traced back to the imaginings of one of the Founding Fathers, Thomas Jefferson,
who, “citing both Johann Friedrich Blumenbach’s taxonomy and animal husbandry,” considered
the potential of applying breeding practices that select for certain traits in animals to human
populations (Dorr 31). He questioned why “the circumstance of superior beauty” was “thought
worthy [of] attention in the propagation of…horses, dogs, and other domestic animals; [and] not
in that of man?” (Dorr 31). Historian Gregory Michael Dorr observes that Jefferson’s “advocacy
of racial hierarchy…reduced ‘man’ to the level of ‘domestic animals,’” “pav[ing] the way for
3

later eugenicists by providing a rationale” for the scientific racism of eugenics (Dorr 31-2).
This not only illustrated Jefferson’s own personal musings but also served to indicate
how deeply these ideas could be entrenched in the intellectual culture of the nascent country.
Such thoughts were later reflected in England in the writings of both Galton and his “half first
cousin” Charles Darwin (Paul and Moore 28). Galton most infamously took Darwinian ideas of
natural selection and “embarked on the first systematic empirical inquiry into [human]
inheritance, with statistical studies that proved convincing to some [of his] prominent
contemporaries” (29). Though both Darwin and Galton were British, their ideas quickly traveled
across the Atlantic and took root in American society.
In the early and mid-twentieth century, the eugenics movement experienced a surge in
popularity. Though the movement began much earlier and found its roots in scientific racism,
continuing scientific developments and changes in social attitudes signaled eugenic theory’s rise
from fringe “science” to generally acknowledged truth. Marouf A. Hasian, Jr. notes that “the
eugenics movement was an important part of this [turn of the century] transitional period that
witnessed the rising power of the ‘social’ world. The ‘individualist’ beliefs of nineteenth-century
writers were seen as relics of a time that did not have to deal with the harsh trials brought on by
modernity” (26). With such famous proponents as Margaret Sanger and Theodore Roosevelt, the
U.S. eugenics movement took a firm hold in American life and society as the nation began to
look to a new “modern” era that increasingly focused on science and the state to remove societal
ills (Pickens 69, Isenberg 192).
The science of genetics, however, frequently frustrated eugenic aims. Roll-Hansen
indicates that understandings of how genetics functions led to shifts in eugenics rhetoric, with
4

eugenicists tailoring their claims of the importance of heredity to newly-discovered scientific
facts. He notes,
As most kinds of hereditary illness and disability have a frequency much less than
1 percent, and as it gradually became clear that these are mainly recessive,
negative eugenics lost its attraction. Proponents nevertheless continued to argue
that a reduction on the order of 10 percent per generation was important. They
pointed to what was then called feeblemindedness (mental retardation), which
was assumed to affect about 1 percent of the population and likely to be due to
one recessive gene. (86)
This, coupled with the fact that genetics illustrated that “the fundamental distinction between
genotype and phenotype implied that environment was as indispensable and fundamental to the
development of an individual as heredity,” signaled the incompatibility between eugenicists’
claims and developing scientific theories (Noll-Hansen 86). No longer could they purport
pseudo-scientific claims without altering their ideologies to explain new discoveries in the
medical community.
Serology, or the study of blood types, seemingly served to bolster many eugenicists’
arguments, among them the assertion of inherited traits. In “Race, Science, and Eugenics in the
Twentieth Century,” Marius Turda notes that “serology…demonstrated that blood groups were
inherited according to Mendelian laws of heredity, thus impregnating the individual with one
distinguishing attribute, one impervious to internal or external influences” (Turda 70). Scholar
Pauline Mazumdar (as cited by Marius Turda) notes that serology in particular offered
eugenicists a scientific way to justify racist beliefs.
5

Blood-group serology offered a model system for human genetics, and for its
practical arms, eugenics and racial hygiene. The blood groups themselves
provided a race-maker that attracted the attention of [eugenicists]. Blood
promised to be a new and scientific way to define populations, to distinguish races
from each other, and to trace their origins, migration routes, and boundaries.
(Turda 71)
This discovery serves as an example of the eugenicists’ confirmation bias, with scientific racism
“proven” by blood-group serology. In existing as a “race-maker,” this science emboldened
proponents of eugenics to claim that not only could “one’s racial type be identified by blood
type,” but, so, too, could one’s moral characteristics (71). “Certain races tended to have certain
moral traits…which eugenicists adapted with the discovery of serology, or the study of the blood
(Turda 71). In “adapting” science to fit with their ideological agenda, eugenicists twisted new
developments in the medical field to support their argument that both moral and biological traits
were heritable, thus crafting scientific discourse that had aspects of truth but altered them to
prove eugenic claims.
Not only did eugenics rhetoric change according to scientific developments, but so, too,
did its focus shift from concentrating on preventing miscegenation to concerns about what types
of people were procreating. In the early days of eugenics, Karl Pearson in The Academic Aspect
of the Science of National Eugenics (1911) “portrayed race as a living organism, functioning
according to hereditary laws, and contended that this was what Galton intended in his definition
of eugenics: ‘There is not the least doubt in my mind that the author of our definition was
convinced that the physical and mental qualities he was speaking of were essentially hereditary’”
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(Turda 71). Since serologists posited that racial superiority was literally “in the blood,”
prevention of miscegenation and the degeneration of “noble humanity” was easily adopted into
eugenics rhetoric (Levine 46).
Morality, too, is connected to these concerns, as “one of the most potent fears in
degeneration theory was of a moral slide, although it was often allied to physical signs of
decadence” (Levine 51). The “moral” and the “physical” were indeed inextricably linked for
eugenicists. When combined with the racial ideologies of eugenicists, the implication was that
those of perceived “inferior” races would also be possessed of “inferior” moral characteristics.
While later eugenicists (as discussed earlier) were more focused on class as an indictor of fitness,
both arguments (those based on race and those based on class) link a physical condition (be it
poverty or racial identity) with a moral failing—both of which were decided to be heritable.
Historian Philippa Levine indicates that “implicit in this class distinction was another issue
linking eugenics and colonialism. The Malthusian undergirding to these arguments saw the poor
as irresponsible breeders, fecund beyond their limited resources and unconcerned at bringing
weak or poor stock into the world” (Levine 51). In focusing on the poor or colonized as
“irresponsible breeders,” eugenicists were able to provide rationale to “regulatory powers”
seeking to discipline perceived problematic people and groups.
So firmly entrenched was this theory that frequently “eugenics courses were even added
to college curricula” (Isenberg 193). Dorr notes that this growth exploded in the early twentieth
century, with eugenics rhetoric being taught at most Virginia institutions, a trend that reflected
the popularity of this ideology nationwide.
Between 1914 and 1928, the number of colleges teaching eugenics skyrocketed
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from 44 to 376, with an estimated enrollment of almost twenty thousand students.
Virginia colleges and universities mirrored this growth. This proliferation
tightened the ties between Virginia academics and nationally and internationally
renowned “Defending the Thin Red Line” eugenicists. Cooperating within
Virginia, these individuals established a web of affiliation. Moreover, as eugenics
permeated teacher training and teacher continuing education, hereditarian theories
seeped into the high schools. The infusion of eugenics into Virginia’s educational
structure ensured the influence of hereditarian social policy for generations to
come. (Dorr 70-71)
In trickling downward into high school education, more and more of the population of the United
States became indoctrinated by this ideology, leading to its wide acceptance and incorporation
into more of American life. So entrenched was eugenics that in Virginia it was included in the
curriculum in some colleges up until the 1970s, when some of the last professors who taught it
finally retired (Dorr 95).
The prevalence of eugenics ideology was not only due to its increasing presence in
education, however. The popularity of family studies, disseminated for the edification of “state
mental health officials and local physicians,” served to indoctrinate society with a belief in
eugenics as an unquestionable science—proof that the reproduction of some individuals would
only serve to degrade the biological quality of the population (Larson 42). There were “many
family studies of family degeneracy[, including]…the Jukes and the Nams of New York, the
Tribe of Ishmael in Indiana, the Hill Folk of Ohio,…the Dacks of Pennsylvania,…the Kallikak
family” in New Jersey, and the “Bunglers” of Georgia (Smith 3, Miller 125). Ira Caldwell’s 1929
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article “The Bunglers,” published in Eugenics: A Journal of Race Betterment, described the
family in similar terms as those employed by eugenicists in earlier family studies— Caldwell
claimed they had “dwarfed intelligences and lean souls” living in a “fearful stench of poverty”
(Caldwell quoted in Miller 126). This family, he suggested, was part of a rising “tide” of a “great
army of delinquents” characterized by “ignorance, stolid stupidity, thick necks and low brows”
(Caldwell quoted in Miller 125). The story of the Bunglers, along with similar family studies,
proved influential throughout the early twentieth century.
At the time when McCullers and Welty wrote, after the Great Depression (and before the
exposure of the evils of the Holocaust, a result of the German eugenics movement), the United
States continued to experience a surge of interest in eugenics. Ashley Craig Lancaster, author of
The Angelic Mother and the Predatory Seductress: Poor White Women in Southern Literature of
the Great Depression, cites Susan Currell in observing that interest in the movement peaked at
this time. “Currell has noted that one of the main reasons for the increased prominence of
eugenics in America during this time was the fear that the Great Depression was a consequence
of the human ‘degeneration’ that eugenicists had been warning of since the nineteenth century”
(Lancaster 3). For eugenicists, in order to stop the continuing “degeneration” of humanity, some
kind of intervention was needed.
They developed a list of aberrant behaviors, as well as an obsession with breeding and
heredity with the goal of passing on good “germplasm,” or genetic material, to future
generations. Among other qualities, eugenicists labeled promiscuity (especially female),
feeblemindedness, hysteria, thievery, sexual non-productivity, poverty, and queerness as deviant
attributes or behaviors.
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The term “feeblemindedness” was commonly “used as a diagnosis for suspect mental
capacities and a wide range of socially deviant behaviors” (Yukins 174) and proved a particular
preoccupation for eugenicists. In the interwar period, a frequent method of determining
feeblemindedness in an individual was using the Stanford Revision of the Binet-Simon test,
which was, in fact, a flawed method. As Adam Cohen, author of Imbeciles: The Supreme Court,
American Eugenics, and the Sterilization of Carrie Buck observes, “The Binet-Simon was
presented as measuring innate intelligence, but many of its questions required specific
knowledge or had class or cultural biases” (Cohen 32-3). The results of the test would then
frequently merely be used to confirm what eugenicists of the day intended to prove: “the
connection between poverty, criminality, and low intelligence” (Noll 34). Thus,
feeblemindedness was also a frequent diagnosis for anyone performing other “deviant”
behaviors, such as stealing, sexual degeneracy, or hysteria. Those found to be deviant were then
determined to be unfit for producing offspring.
This focus on breeding humans to suit larger eugenic purposes was not limited to a
specific region of the United States. Though primarily focusing on eugenics in California,
Alexandra Mina Stern provides a glimpse into how eugenic rhetoric shaped the image of the
ideal American family. She addresses how, after World War II, “positive” eugenics began to take
hold and “worked in tandem” with marriage restrictions and other “medicalized exclusions”
(Stern 177). Encouragement of “mating, marriage, and procreation” among the “fit” continued to
be a primary focus of eugenics, with an introduction of a “layered eugenics,” as promoted by
Paul Popenoe, prompting a “family-centric eugenics that rested on and demanded sex and gender
uniformity” (178). In seeking “uniformity” and “good breeding,” eugenicists worldwide,
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including in the U.S. South, promoted increased reproduction among the “fit” and preventing
those they considered “unfit” from creating offspring.
White Feminism’s Early Complicity with Eugenics Ideology
It is notable that many proponents of eugenics were women, which calls for an
examination of the ways in which early feminists embraced eugenics and spread its ideology,
thus rendering the resistance to eugenics rhetoric by women writers like Welty and McCullers all
the more striking. Their position as white middle class women rendered them part of the same
demographic of women, who, earlier in the century, had advocated for the proliferation of
eugenics ideologies. Indeed, from the beginning of the first wave of feminism, eugenics rhetoric
was frequently utilized to strengthen white feminists’ arguments in favor of increased social
responsibilities, such as voting.
Stern observes that feminists worked to align their aims with those of the eugenicists,
thus hoping to ensure the simultaneous success of the feminist movement and eugenic ideology:
Throughout Europe and the Americas, female eugenicists regularly worked to
bolster their own authority and professional stature by drawing a stark line
between themselves—the “fit”—and those they considered “unfit.” Emblematic
of this impulse was Margaret Sanger, whose tireless advocacy of contraception
was tied always to a desire to lower birthrates among the laboring classes,
immigrants, and racial minorities, whom she deemed to be biologically inferior.
Yet beyond high profile actors like Sanger, there were hundreds if not thousands
of professional, usually white, women who represented the early-twentiethcentury eugenic creed by participating in local eugenics societies and mental
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hygiene campaigns and discouraging rural and urban poor women from
reproduction.…A gendered analysis of the intersections of eugenics and feminism
demonstrates that if middle-class women accepted biology as destiny, they could
often wield otherwise unattainable political power and claim moral authority.
(Stern 178)
Specifically, these feminists who aligned themselves with the eugenics movement were “usually
white” and “middle-class.” Using their (relative) position of power to associate themselves with
those with “good germplasm,” they drew a “stark line” between the “fit” and “unfit,”
differentiating themselves from those determined to be less worthy of rights. Stern goes on to
elaborate the incongruity in this position.
In nation-states founded on ideals of equal rights and citizenship—even as these
remained unrealized for all but propertied white men—women frequently found
common cause between feminism and eugenics.…If feminist eugenicists could
exploit the liberatory potential of eugenics as a social movement, disenfranchised
or vulnerable women could not. (Stern 176)
These “disenfranchised” and “vulnerable” women, frequently poor women and women of color,
then became collateral for the social ascendance of white, middle class women seeking
“liberat[ion],” “equal rights,” and “citizenship.” Thus eugenic ideology became part of the means
by which these specific women could access societal privileges they had heretofore been denied.
A study of responses to eugenics rhetoric in women’s writing, therefore, must
acknowledge the ways in which white feminists were complicit in the spread of eugenics
ideologies to the masses, using it to further their own aims. As Stern indicates, “Scholars
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interested in the interplay of gender, sexuality, and eugenics have shown over and over again
how early-twentieth-century female reformers evoked the mantra of eugenics to police the
boundaries of class, race, and disability” (177). Here she invokes ideas of panopticism and
biopolitics with her reference to “polic[ing] the boundaries of class, race, and disability.” In
aligning themselves with eugenicists determined to control the reproduction and bodies of others,
early feminists traded new relative freedoms for themselves for increased policing of others. By
countering eugenics ideologies, however, some women writers, such as McCullers and Welty,
chose instead to mount a challenge to this rhetoric, advocating instead for “equal rights and
citizenship” for all, basing their arguments on empathy and compassion, as opposed to biological
characteristics.
Questioning Biological Categorizations
In considering this larger framework of what I term the “patriarchal panopticon” of the
eugenics movement, I argue that this, along with “discourses about sex, sexuality, and the body,”
points to one way in which literature mirrors the large societal impact of eugenics ideology
(Stern 185). This ideology and determinations of “defectiveness” and “fitness” functioned in
particular to control women and those labeled as queer. Stern unites these ideas in her article
“Gender and Sexuality: A Global Tour and Compass,” published in the Oxford Handbook of
Eugenics. She indicates that “examining mid-twentieth century eugenicists through the lenses of
gender and sexuality demonstrates…[the] claim that biopolitics often produced, rather than
silenced, discourses about sex, sexuality, and the body” (185). And “produce…discourse” they
did, generating discussions about the bodies of fit and unfit persons at state and national levels,
within classrooms and inside courtrooms. In using the bodies of those categorized according to
13

eugenics ideologies as biopolitical tools, societal powers centered the body as a site of
“discipline” and “correction”—attempting to shift the composition of humanity by forcing the
“submission” of a portion of the population deemed to be “unfit” for reproduction. McCullers
and Welty engage with this ideology and subvert it through presenting a “multiplicity of identity
categories” that surpass and overflow the boundaries inherently existing in the rigid identity
categories necessitated by eugenic categorizations, in addition to suggesting different criteria for
fitness and defectiveness that counter eugenic definitions of these terms (Schalk 149).
McCullers’s challenge to eugenic identity categorizations reflects this strategy of
countering set identity categorizations, suggesting instead a complexity of the individual. As I
shall demonstrate, the characters in Reflections also serve to “challenge the solidity of identity
binaries” (Schalk 152-153). In the novel, numerous individuals move beyond conventional
identity categories and thus form a challenge to eugenic insistence upon specific categorizations
of the individual. Characters such as Major Langdon, Leonora Penderton, Alison Langdon,
Captain Penderton, and Anacleto defy and counter societal expectations, as well as eugenic
assumptions about those labeled “queer” or “feebleminded”—both of which would have been
considered defects according to eugenics ideology.
Beyond simply mounting a challenge to these specific terms of eugenics rhetoric,
McCullers presents empathy as a superior criterion of human fitness. Characters in Reflections
undermine identity categorizations such as queer/straight, rich/poor, intelligent/feebleminded,
and sane/insane, yet the “binary division” between empathy and cruelty remains. Instead of
entirely destabilizing identity positions, McCullers instead proposes they be reconstructed along
defects of character rather than physicality.
14

Welty’s engagement with identity categories is perhaps less overt but still exhibits a
resistance to eugenics rhetoric and its reductive categorizations. Her presentations of a plantation
owner, an overseer, and a feebleminded girl-child defy restrictive identity positions, with
characters not entirely conforming to assumptions made about them based on their societal roles.
In featuring a feebleminded child in her novel, she counters eugenic perceptions about
feeblemindedness specifically, positioning an individual with a particularly maligned trait as one
of the most fit for citizenship as a result of her empathy and bravery.
Ultimately, I contend that Welty presents a narrative in which moral characteristics and
the nobility of sacrifice are better determiners of one’s “fitness” for citizenship than eugenic
categorizations or perceptions dictated by society. She does this also through presenting the
specter of eugenically based violence. Fear of punishment or correction via confinement
pervades both novels, which both argue for a different metric to determine fitness for societal
rights and participation.
While both writers choose different means of resisting and countering eugenic ideologies,
they challenge reductive identity positions and provide alternative definitions of both
defectiveness and fitness. Considered in concert, these writers offer differing, though ultimately
complementary, subversions of eugenics rhetoric. Reflections in a Golden Eye and Delta
Wedding refute the presumption of “natural and knowable [biological] categories” that form the
premise of “eugenic purposes,” instead offering a critique of panopticism and patriarchal power
and mounting a resistance to applications of this ideology (Schalk 148-149).
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CHAPTER 1
QUEERING EUGENICS: RESISTANCE TO EUGENIC STEREOTYPES IN CARSON
MCCULLERS’S REFLECTIONS IN A GOLDEN EYE
“You mean,” Captain Penderton said, “that any fulfillment obtained at the expense of normalcy is
wrong.…In short, it is better, because it is morally honorable, for the square peg to keep scraping
about the round hole rather than to discover and use the unorthodox square that would fit it.”
(Reflections 125)

This conversation between Carson McCullers’s characters Major Langdon and Captain
Penderton in her 1944 novel Reflection in a Golden Eye reveals the motivations behind the
eugenics movement in the mid-twentieth century. Set on an Army post, the novel features a
queer man, Captain Penderton; his wife, Leonora, who is described as “feebleminded”; her lover,
Major Langdon; the object of Penderton’s desire, Private Williams; and Leonora’s horse,
Firebird. Here, Penderton rephrases the Major’s point during their dialogue following the
Major’s return from the “establishment in Virginia” in which his wife was briefly
institutionalized (117). His emphasis on “normalcy” and the damning of the “unorthodox” also
composed much of the focus of eugenic rhetoric. Here, as throughout the rest of the novel,
McCullers makes references to eugenic narratives.
While most scholarship about Reflections focuses on representations of queerness within
the text, I propose to further connect these portrayals to eugenics rhetoric, which McCullers
intentionally cited for the purposes of subverting eugenic claims. Of particular import in the text
of Reflections is the eugenics movement’s investment in maligning all forms of non-procreative
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sex and, as a result of this, queerness.1 Later in this essay, I will address how queerness and the
eugenics movement were inextricably linked, as well as how McCullers specifically combats the
movement’s attack on queerness. It is in the presentation of the “freakishly queer and queerly
freakish” (as Michelle Abate terms them) that McCullers argues for an empathetic understanding
of people who are isolated as a result of the labels placed upon them. Nowhere is this more
evident than in her treatment of eugenics rhetoric in Reflections in a Golden Eye. Published four
years after her character Dr. Copeland derides fascism and questions the validity of eugenics in
The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, this novel not only explores eugenic stereotypes but suggests a
pathology in opposition to those determined by the leading eugenicists of the day—a lack of
empathy that leaves characters morally, rather than biologically, defective (Groba 67).
Rather than focusing on the connection between queerness and eugenic theory in
McCullers’s works, scholars have largely emphasized representations of the “freakish” and
“queer” (Abate 156). However, since eugenicists would have termed those they deemed
feebleminded as aberrant, this necessitates a closer examination of the historical connection
between eugenics and the “freakish” and “queer.” McCullers’s frequent usage of eugenic
terminology is strongly indicative that her presentation of “freaks” and “queers” is intended to be
linked to those determined to be eugenically “freakish” and “queer,” for the purposes of
demonstrating that queerness should not be considered aberrant—rather, she utilizes this rhetoric
to suggest that the true defect that leaves characters unfit to participate in their worlds is an
1

Throughout this text, I will use “queerness” to reference what eugenicists of the period would have termed
“aberrancy”—anything outside the realm of “normalcy” that the eugenicists so prized. This encompasses all that
might be considered “non-normative,” including but not limited to “the men like that” and “the men who like that”
(as John Howard would term them), women like that, and women who like that, sexualized women, and poor men
and women (Howard xviii). Michelle Abate observes in Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History that McCullers
herself can be grouped in this category: given the “diverse range of her erotic relationships, the multivalent
classification ‘queer’ is more accurate” than to refer to McCullers as a gay writer (Abate 161).
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ethical one, a lack of compassion. Her subversion of eugenicist rhetoric is particularly evident in
Reflections, in which a queer man is not feebleminded, but a well-born woman is. Yet the queer,
feeble-minded, feeble-bodied, and freakish are all portrayed with an empathy that the “science”
of eugenics denied.
Defining “Defect”—Eugenic Definitions of Aberrancy
As referenced earlier, the eugenics movement was particularly preoccupied with
perceived defectiveness in human populations, especially biological and moral deficiencies. For
the purposes of this chapter, I will focus on overt sexuality and feeblemindedness in women,
hysteria, queerness and sexual non-productivity, and poverty as aberrant qualities of specific
concern to proponents of the eugenics movement. Individuals with these characteristics, among
others, were then subject to solutions prescribed by eugenicists to prevent their reproduction,
while those determined to have good “germplasm” were encouraged to produce offspring. Those
with eugenic “defects” were frequently institutionalized, sterilized, or encouraged to remain
celibate.
Women, in particular, were targets of the eugenics movement. Lancaster notes that very
frequently women were typecast into two roles by eugenicists. “In the late 1920s and the 1930s,
the southern poor white female character was marked by dualistic stereotyped roles: the altruistic
mother and the destructive sexual degenerate” (Lancaster 3). Much of the eugenic discourse
focuses on poor-white women, whose sexuality in particular was considered deviant. Like Carrie
Buck of the famous Buck v. Bell case, many were targeted by the eugenics movement for
institutionalization and/or sterilization. As Lancaster observes, “Women who engage in sexual
activity outside of marriage in fiction of the 1930s are viewed as deviant, and their sexuality is
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viewed as socially destructive” (9). As a result of this potentially “socially destructive” behavior
and the threat of their reproduction, poor women were a primary focus of eugenics rhetoric.
The “hysteric” also frequently appeared in eugenics records. Along with sexual
degeneracy, many women were institutionalized for perceived hysteria at the height of the
eugenics movement in the U.S. Though eugenicists primarily focused on female hysteria, in
Strange Bodies: Gender and Identity in the Novels of Carson McCullers, Sarah Gleeson-White
posits that male hysteria, rather than female hysteria, is a focus of Reflections. “Impotence, a
result of phallic panic, is a symbol or expression of both hysteria and homosexuality in
McCullers’s texts because, confronted with woman, Penderton’s organ is paralyzed” (GleesonWhite 50). In doing so, McCullers subverts the trope of the female hysteric, a primary focus of
eugenics studies, instead featuring an uninstitutionalized male hysteric and a woman
institutionalized for hysteria.
Not only were the hysterical determined aberrant, but so also were the poor. Called
“white trash,” those who experienced poverty were also targets of eugenics rhetoric. In White
Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America, Nancy Isenberg notes that this term,
which rose to popularity during the Civil War, focused specifically on “dirt-poor Southerners”
(Isenberg 135). They were “classified as a ‘race’ that passed on horrific traits, eliminating any
possibility of improvement or social mobility” (136).2 Leonora’s appearance in Reflections
2

bell hooks notes in Where We Stand: Class Matters that “class stereotypes claimed poor whites were supposedly
easily spotted by skin ailments, bad dental hygiene, and hair texture. All these things are affected by diet” (hooks
111-2). In addition to experiencing the effects of poverty on one’s diet, hooks further indicates that the attitudes of
the poor also affected the perception of them as “white trash.” She states, “Our closest neighbors were ‘white trash,’
as distinct from poor whites. White trash were different because they flaunted their poverty, reveled in it, and were
not ashamed. Poor whites, like poor blacks, were committed to trying to find work and lay claim to respectability—
they were law abiding and patriotic. White trash were folks who, as our neighbors were fond of saying, ‘did not give
a good goddamn’” (112).
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contradicts these presentations of “dirt-poor Southerners.” While the targets of eugenic discourse
were the poor “white trash,” frequently assumed to be diseased or feebleminded, McCullers’s
characters frustrate these notions.
In the face of all this perceived “degeneracy,” the American eugenics movement as a
result focused heavily on preventing those determined unfit from creating offspring. Isenberg
observes that a focus on marriage and family, as well as the reproduction of good genetic
material, were preoccupations of eugenicists and scientists—so much so that laws were created
to attempt to enforce and create conditions that would make it more difficult for the unfit to
reproduce.
Taking marriage and divorce laws out of the arbitrary control of the states served
a larger eugenic purpose. Every die-hard eugenicist believed that citizens did not
have an individual right to marry or reproduce. As a leading eugenic organization
reported in 1914, “Society must look upon germ-plasm as belonging to society
and not merely the individual who carries it.” (193)
The individual’s right to marry and have children was considered subservient to the “greater
good” of creating superior “germ-plasm” for future generations.
In addition to creating laws aimed at the prevention of the reproduction of purportedly
bad genetic material, there were also other ways the eugenicists attempted to halt “deviants”
from creating offspring. These were primarily sterilization and institutionalization, the latter of
which most concerns Reflections, with its institutionalization of Alison Langdon. This was not a
threat only for the female hysteric, but also for the male homosexual. Gleeson-White notes that
elsewhere in the McCullers oeuvre, it is in fact homosexuality that leads to institutionalization,
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rather than hysteria.
In the America of McCullers’ time, homosexuals, ostracized as some kind of
defiling force, faced the real risk of social punishment: harassment and arrest, for
example. And throughout the ages, homosexuality has been treated as both a
mental and physical illness or pollutant, just as in The Heart is a Lonely Hunter
Antonapoulos is put out of contaminating reach in the mental asylum. (GleesonWhite 61)
This accomplishes the eugenic goal of ridding the gene pool of “defective” germplasm,
ostensibly ridding future generations of “aberrant” behavior and features.
From the early years of eugenics ideology, eugenicists posited that morality and
biological fitness were inextricably linked. Francis Galton in particular vehemently championed
this supposition, claiming that “Virtue and vice were fixed in men by nature and ultimately
beyond individual control. Moral responsibility was not to be inculcated but in-bred” the same as
physical characteristics (Paul and Moore 37). As a result of this, he claimed, a responsible
“society had to aim to ‘breed out feeble constitutions, and petty and ignoble instincts, and to
breed in those who are vigorous and noble and social’” (Galton quoted in Paul and Moore 36).
This was presented not as a mere suggestion, but as a moral imperative, resistance to which
would come with harsh consequences. He wrote that it was “easy to believe the time may come”
when those who persistently “procreate children, inferior in moral, intellectual and physical
qualities…would be considered as enemies to the State, and to have forfeited all claims to
kindness” (Galton quoted in Paul and Moore 36). Thus, those who resisted the disciplinary arm
of eugenics would then become subject to further censure and control—perhaps imprisonment,
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institutionalization, or sterilization.
Major Langdon as Regulatory Power
Set amongst the surveillance of an Army post, the action of Reflections takes place in the
midst of the regulatory control of State powers. This control is fully embodied in the
characterization of the Major, who strives to fit a “square peg” into a “round hole” in accordance
with the expectations of society (McCullers 125). So determined is he to conform to societal
demands that he is willing to risk bodily harm and the deadening of his emotional life in order to
meet the expectations of regulatory powers.
Throughout the novel, Major Langdon strives to fulfill the strictures of society, seeking to
represent himself as a model of masculine virility void of emotion, not so much an individual as
a man built in the very model of the ideal soldier. He eschews personal feelings and
individuality, declaring, “Only two things matter to me now—to be a good animal and to serve
my country. A healthy body and patriotism” (Reflections 129). This statement echoes eugenic
aims, which suggested that individual preference should yield to the notion that “patriotic young
men and women” are merely “good animals” who must “serve [their] country” by producing
children “free from disease...[and] hereditary ailments” (Stokes 5). Major Langdon strives to
fulfill this eugenic ideal, yet when he fails to fully embody this representation of the consummate
man, the result is a mangling of his humanity, stripping it of any emotional life.
Perhaps the most marked way in which McCullers critiques the toxic aspects of male
heteronormative gender performance is through its connection to violence. The Major attempts
to conform to maleness as it is expressed on an Army post by committing to a brand of male
violence that seeps beyond State-“sanctioned” combat into other aspects of life. This is most
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particularly indicated in a scene in which the Major kills a bird without consideration of the life
he was ending. On an excursion with his wife, Alison, he shoots a quail, after which “the bird
was still living, so he brained it carelessly and then gave it back to her.…Then she had burst into
tears. That was the sort of thing the Major meant by ‘female’ and ‘morbid;’ and it did a man no
good to try to figure it all out” (37-8). This characterization of emotion as “female” and
“morbid” serves to sever emotion from maleness, instead linking affect, and in particular
empathic affect, with the “aberrant” and female. Thus, the diminishing of emotion and lack of
compassion and sympathy is presented as problematic— rather, a complete deadening of
emotional life and compassionate response to violence and suffering is presented as appropriate
for the eugenically ideal male. Indeed, this point is furthered when Alison’s servant, Anacleto,
falls down the stairs in their home and “The Major leaned forward and said slowly and
soundlessly, working his mouth so that Anacleto could read the words, ‘I-wish-you-had-bro-kenyour-neck’” (48). This moment mirrors the earlier scene with the bird, aligning the Major’s
disdain for Anacleto with his indifference to the quail. So accustomed is he to violence that, for
him, it has become accepted and commonplace.
Not only does violence comprise a facet of the Major’s distance from the emotional, but
so, too, does his selfishness and lack of empathy. When he and his wife Alison produce a
dysgenic baby, after the child’s death he feels nothing but “relief”— “It had drawn out for eleven
months.…When the whole business was over, he could feel nothing except relief. But not
Alison! How bitter and cold it had left her! And how damned, damned finicky! Yes, life could be
sad” (41). This lack of feeling (aside from his own personal convenience) is once again repeated
when he decides to institutionalize Alison. Though the text suggests that he did experience some
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emotion connected to Alison’s own suffering, his primary concern is himself. “Not only did he
grieve for Alison’s sake, but he felt ashamed, as though this were a reflection on his own
respectability. The more he drank the more his misfortune seemed to him incomprehensible”
(116, emphasis added). Not only does this indicate that the Major is most concerned about his
own “respectability” and reputation, but it also illustrates his incredulity at the fact that he fully
conformed to societal expectations and yet still faced such misfortune.
Having committed his life to conformity to the regulatory powers’ dictates, Major
Langdon serves as a foil for the more dysgenic characters’ perceived eugenic flaws. Yet
McCullers demonstrates that this choice has hardened him, making him cruel in his striving to fit
a “square peg” into a “round hole.”
Breeding “White Trash”: Feebleminded Feminine Sexuality
Like the Major, Leonora, too, fails to meet the eugenic ideal, yet, unlike her paramour,
she makes no effort to conform to these standards. Throughout the text she is linked with both
poverty and feeblemindedness, both of which were of particular concern to eugenicists. While
the primary targets of eugenic discourse were poor “white trash,” frequently assumed to be
diseased or feebleminded, Leonora, who is somewhat well-born, frustrates these notions.
Though she is not poor, the presentation of Leonora in the novel aligns her specifically
with a figure eugenicists frequently drew upon in their descriptions of the menace of
impoverished female sexuality: the “destructive sexual degenerate” (Lancaster 3). Many of these
women were not only targeted because of their perceived “sexual degeneracy,” but also for
“feeblemindedness.” These two characteristics were frequently linked by eugenicists, with
feeblemindedness thought to lead to aberrant conduct. This term was commonly “used as a
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diagnosis for suspect mental capacities and a wide range of socially deviant behaviors” (Yukins
174).
McCullers reflects the eugenic concerns about these women by introducing her character
Leonora with the phrase, “The truth of the matter was that she was a little feebleminded”
(Reflections 16). Though many of the character’s qualities might label her a veritable eugenic
trope, McCullers transforms Leonora’s association with poor, sexualized women into a vitality
and vigor of body that is more essential to her humanity than intellect.
Leonora is clearly represented as a feebleminded individual, even asking her cook,
“‘Susie,’…‘do people have gizzards like chicken do?’” (13). Though she is called “The Lady” by
those who work in the stables, it “puzzle[s]” her friends what exactly about her seemed strange.
“They sensed an element in her personality that they could not quite put their fingers on” (16).
While clearly not easily observable, this “sad fact” certainly needed to be hidden from those
around her during this age of institutionalization (16). Indeed, McCullers notes that “only three
persons” were aware of Leonora’s feeblemindedness (16). The text almost obsessively notes her
“stupidity” and the great secrecy surrounding her condition (69).
Yet McCullers’ descriptions of Leonora focus primarily on representing her as a
model of bodily health and fine breeding. From the first scene in which she is introduced,
Leonora evokes personal beauty and vitality.
Her body was magnificent. The shoulders were straight so that the collar bone
made a sharp pure line. Between her round breasts there were delicate blue veins.
In a few years her body would be fullblown like a rose with loosened petals, but
now the soft roundness was controlled and disciplined by sport.…[T]here was
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about her body a subtle quality of vibration, as though on touching her flesh one
would feel the slow live coursing of the bright blood beneath. (15)
Leonora’s “magnificence” sets her apart as a being worthy of admiration. Though her lineage
was not “pure-bred Southerner,” the “pure line” of her shoulders and the “control and discipline”
of her body demonstrate an elegance of person that supersedes her familial ties. Her flesh is
“fullblown” and full of vitality, with the “soft roundness” suggesting a fertility and ripeness for
reproduction—not an impoverished and dangerous fertility, but one as natural as a “rose.” The
“blood beneath” her “flesh” is “bright,” as opposed to corrupted. While Leonora herself may be
feebleminded, not “bright” in terms of intellect, her very body is “bright” with life and
“magnificen[ce],” a model of physical fitness.
As Gleeson-White notes, Captain Penderton views this superb body with “disgust.”
“Leonora, the Captain’s sensuous and frisky young wife, is to him a ‘slattern’ because of her
‘sudden excess of vigor.’ ‘You disgust me,’ he tells her” (Gleeson-White 43). Yet this “disgust”
is also eugenically motivated and inspired by eugenic typologies. Not only is her sexuality
“disgus[ting]” to Penderton, but so also is her being barefoot. Upon seeing her “mov[ing] about
the kitchen bare-footed,” he implores her to put on some shoes. This image elicits the fear of
“poor white trash,” while the depiction of her nakedness evokes the fear of female sexuality.
Such fears stand in contrast to the description of Leonora’s “fullblown” vitality and align firmly
with eugenic perceptions of poor Southern women’s fertility. “The women were a ‘wretched
specimen of maternity’ rather than ideal breeders” (Isenberg 151). Here, Isenberg presents
typical opinions of “poor white trash” fertility as being dangerous to societal “germplasm” (151).
Yet McCullers’ descriptions of Leonora’s body illustrate a different kind of fertility—that which
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is natural and good. Leonora looks like a woman “who has had several well-born babies and who
hopefully expects another in about eight months” (Reflections 127). Far from suggesting this
feebleminded woman would give birth to a “dying breed…wrinkled and withered children,” as
eugenicists would imply (Isenberg 151), McCullers instead presents a woman who would
produce “well born” and healthy children as “rosy and high-spirited” as she (Reflections 137).
Here, using language identical to that used by Stokes and other eugenicists, McCullers directly
counters their ideology, suggesting that a feebleminded women could in fact be “well born,” or
“eu-genic.”
For Penderton, however, this “fullblown” “vigor” indicates a lack of breeding, as do her
bare feet. The Captain clearly values lineage and pedigree, as do the eugenicists. A descendant of
“planters in Georgia before the Civil War,” he considers himself to be above Leonora not only
on the basis of intellect, but also on the basis of breeding (Reflections 78). Since “The Captain
was a Southerner and was never allowed by his aunts to forget it,” he places great emphasis upon
his heritage and wealth, which contrasts with Leonora’s less illustrious upbringing (78). As
Leonora was “not a pure-bred Southerner,” she is deemed by Penderton, “a great snob” who “set
exaggerated store by the lost past,” with its “history of barbarous splendor, ruined poverty, and
family hauteur,” as decidedly lacking the appropriate qualities for “breeding” with one such as
he (78).
McCullers suggests, however, that Leonora is in fact the better person, for all her eugenic
faults. Despite being feebleminded, not only does her bodily description illustrate her excellence,
but so, too, does her character. When Captain Penderton tells a particularly heartless joke about
Alison Langdon, Leonora does not understand the joke—not only because she is feebleminded,
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but also because she cannot comprehend why one human being would want to mock another so
cruelly.
“Nit-wit!” said the Captain. “It didn’t really happen. It’s just a story, a joke.”
Leonora did not get the point. She was no gossip. First, she always found it a little
difficult to actually picture a situation that did not actually take place in the room
with her. Also, she was not in the least malicious. “Why how mean!” she said.
(107)
Leonora, “not in the least malicious,” not only does not “get the point” of the joke in the first
place (a product of her feeblemindedness), but also does not understand why the joke would be
told in the first place, since it was “malicious” in nature. Whereas, for the Captain, the very
viciousness of the story gives him great satisfaction. “The composition and sharpening of these
scandalous vignettes afforded the Captain much pleasure” (108). So, too, does the epithet he
calls Leonora, “nit-wit,” a eugenically and class-tinged slur, give him “pleasure.” Rather than
criticizing Penderton for what the eugenicists would have identified as deviance, McCullers
instead criticizes him for this lack of empathy.
The portrayal of Leonora’s horse Firebird mirrors that of the description of her naked
flesh. This serves two purposes. First, it links the description of the human with that of the horse,
reflecting the origins of eugenic theory in horse breeding. Second, these similar depictions also
call into question eugenic determinations of worth, as feeble-minded Leonora is elegant and a
“lady,” and her imperfect horse is “a chestnut stallion which was easily the handsomest mount on
the post” (7, 26, 5). Like Leonora, the horse is full of life and “vigor.”
At first glance, the horse seemed too overgrown and heavyset for a thoroughbred.
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His great haunches were broad and fleshy, and his legs were somewhat thick. But
he moved with a marvelous, fiery grace, and once at Camden he had outraced his
own great sire who was a champion. (24)
Though the horse’s sire was a “champion,” he, like Leonora, is imperfect. Similarly, Leonora’s
“body [that] would be fullblown like a rose” with “soft roundness” reflects Firebird’s
“overgrown,” “heavyset,” and “broad and fleshy” appearance. By creating two robust, vital
beings whose parentage does not necessarily match the dictates of good “germplasm” according
to eugenicists, McCullers questions the accuracy of the eugenicists’ scientific methods. In
Firebird’s “marvelous, fiery grace” and Leonora’s “subtle quality of vibration,” McCullers seems
to stress the importance of an unquantifiable “otherness” that cannot be bred into beings by
eugenicists, but is infinitely more important. Both Leonora and her horse are too full of “vigor,”
too ripe and full of life, for the haughty Captain.
Not only does McCullers lend “vigor” to her portrayal of the horse, but she also gives
Firebird a human-like agency. The scene in which Penderton rides Firebird is perhaps most
indicative of this leveling between man and animal. In it, Firebird has as much control as does
Penderton, as the Captain lacks control over Firebird. “There was not power in him to stop this
horse” (68). This description clearly illustrates that Penderton lacks “power,” and all he can do is
“feebly” “hold on” as Firebird gallops with “the speed of a demon” (68). McCullers states that
“they were riding with such dizzying speed” (68). With no one else present, she can only mean
that Penderton and Firebird together “rode” with “speed.” This equalizes the two characters as
actors together in the scene—rather than Penderton riding an animal, they ride together.
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The Hysteric: Challenging Perceptions of Insanity
McCullers not only addresses heritable conditions, such as feeblemindedness, that were a
part of eugenics typologies but challenges stereotypes of defects considered by eugenicists to be
somewhat contagious. Michel Foucault explicates the historically gendered response to female
“insanity,” often termed hysteria. While the beginning of Foucault’s discussion of madness in
Madness and Civilization focuses almost entirely upon male expressions of insanity, centering
around early societal forms of discipline for those determined to be “aberrant” in this way, the
second portion of the text presents a form of madness determined to be uniquely feminine in
nature—hysteria (Foucault 136). He first focuses his overview of the history of hysteria by
concentrating on the perceived causes of the “disease,” as well as how little early psychiatrists
knew about illness and the body.
One of these early psychiatrists, Thomas Willis, wrote of how hysteria was diagnosed, “If
a disease of unknown nature and hidden origin appears in a woman in such a manner that its
cause escapes us…we immediately blame the bad influence of the uterus” (Foucault 138).
Foucault further paraphrases what Willis’s description actually reveals—“the idea of hysteria is a
catchall for the fantasies, not of the person who is or believes himself ill, but of the ignorant
doctor who pretends to know why” (138).3 This very gendered diagnosis exists as the result of
how psychiatrists viewed women’s bodies. They repeatedly describe women’s physical beings as
composed of sympathetic organs—symbiotic organisms in continual communication with one
another. The presumption that women were more empathetic beings seems to inform
descriptions of the “disease,” with doctors noting that “hysterical sufferers are those in whom
3 While Foucault continues to use a male pronoun in reference to a patient in this case, this “disease” was primarily
a diagnosis given to women.
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this internal sensibility is the most exquisite.…And of course women belong to… [this] category:
is not the womb, with the brain, the organ that maintains most sympathy with the whole
organism?” (153). By virtue of being a woman, certain perceived moral characteristics were
similarly applied to the body.4 The idea of women’s bodies as spaces with organs continually
operating along “paths of sympathy” reflects not only desired personality traits in women, but
also a focus on reading into the female body what men wanted to exist there.
This early research surrounding hysteria informs its specific connection to eugenics in the
early twentieth century, when rhetoric shifted to focus more on insanity. However, the gendered
language remained similar, as evidenced in the concerns surrounding immigration in the early to
mid twentieth century. In American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of
Nationalism, Nancy Ordover cites descriptions by Howard Knox, an assistant surgeon with the
U.S. Public Health Service at Ellis Island, of the ways in which immigrants were categorized
according to defect.
By means of a battery of tests, officers at Ellis Island began screening not only for
“feeble-minded defectives,” but for “potential defectives”—those who seemed healthy
enough, but might succumb at a later date… [who] were burdened with “temperamental
peculiarities.”… These “peculiarities” included “nerve storms, poorly controlled
grief,…sensual morbidity and perversion, sullenness...sick headaches...signs of genius in
certain lines. ...[T]hese ill-defined entities come in one generation, while in the next two
or three, definite psychoses and mental deficiency appear. (Ordover 12)

4 One psychiatrist described the “female body” as “riddled by obscure but strangely direct paths of sympathy; it is
always in an immediate complicity with itself, to the point of forming a kind of absolutely privileged site for the
sympathies; from one extremity of organic space to the other, it encloses a perpetual possibility of hysteria”
(Foucault 153-4).
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Indeed, deportations as a result of fitting these criteria “actually [came to be] named ‘eugenics.’”
(Ordvoer 13). This connection is furthered by the fact that noted eugenicist Harry Laughlin
testified before Congress in support of anti-immigration legislation, proposing a Model
Eugenical Sterilization Law, which “identified ten classes of ‘socially inadequate persons,’”
among them the “insane (including the nervous…)… [and the] diseased” (Ordover 29).
The character of “nervous” and “sickly” Alison Langdon both conforms with and
frustrates these eugenic compartmentalizations (Ordover 29, Reflections 32). In many ways,
McCullers sets Alison Langdon up as the perfect dysgenic specimen. She is both feeble in body
and thought by many to be on the edge of lunacy. So, too, does her giving birth to a baby who is
what would be considered genetically flawed by eugenicists of the time align her specifically
with such expectations. However, ultimately Alison subverts these eugenic typologies.
Her body perfectly conforms with eugenic stereotypes of those who should not
reproduce. Her body itself is weak and beset by illness. Her hands are “slender to the point of
emaciation” with “greenish veins” and are “sickly pale” (Reflections 32). As McCullers notes,
“Not only was this illness physical, but she had been tortured to the bone by grief and anxiety”
(19). Thus, not only is her body diseased, but so also is her mind beset by one of the eugenicists’
particular interests—hysteria. This “grief” and “anxiety” would potentially have been
categorized as hysteria by doctors of the day, and, indeed, she is later institutionalized as a result
of this perception. Alison is not only sick “physical[ly]” but this bodily manifestation is a result
of mental anguish or hysteria “tortur[ing her] to the [very] bone” (19).
Hysteria is also rendered visible in a particularly “strange” and “tragic” scene in which
she cuts off her nipples (31). Major Langdon and her servant, Anacleto, “found Mrs. Langdon
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unconscious and she had cut off the tender nipples of her breasts with the garden shears” (31).
This act of severing a part of her body so linked to sexuality and reproduction serves to link three
things that concerned eugenicists about women—thus forming in Alison a triad of eugenic
defects. “Flawed” or faulty reproduction, sexual aberrancy, and mental illness all link together in
the character of Alison to present her as a particularly defective individual by eugenic standards.
This moment, however, also indicates an instance in which Alison claims agency over
her own body. Though such an act is representative of her fragile mental state at the time, it also
serves as a point in which she chooses to divorce herself from both her sexuality and
reproductive capacities, thus not only distancing herself from the unfaithful Major by removing
those sources of connection with him, but also from societal expectations for women. Of course,
such a moment likely contributed to her later institutionalization (serving as evidence of her
female hysteria), which then ultimately suppressed her control over her own bodily experience.
Yet not only in Alison’s body and mind are eugenic categorizations manifest. Her
reproduction also aligns with common eugenic thinking of the day. When Alison, feeble of body,
and the Major do reproduce, their child is weak, sickly, and animalistic. “They found the baby’s
index and third fingers were grown together” (41). Giving the baby hands resembling fins or
webbed feet suggests a devolution of the species, in keeping with eugenic concerns. Marouf Arif
Hasian, Jr. cites a common belief at the time—that only those determined to be fit to reproduce
should have the “privilege” of doing so. “‘The bearing of children is, of course,’ one Oberlin
professor told his readers, ‘not an individual right, but a social privilege, and in time it must be
so recognized’” (Hasian 27). This eugenic argument is supported in Alison’s reproduction. A
woman of “feeble body” bordering on lunacy, or as Leonora terms it, “quite off her head,”
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should not have been allowed to bear children, as she would potentially give birth to offspring
with bad “germplasm” (68). Her child’s animalistic qualities certainly support this eugenic trope.
Yet, despite this, McCullers presents Alison as a person with superior character to that of
her husband, Captain Penderton, and, at times, to that of Leonora. Alison possesses both
empathy and a keen sense of observation. This is particularly evident in her treatment of the
Langdons’ servant, Anacleto. So much does Anacleto admire her that he views her in the highest
esteem. “He thought the Lord had blundered grossly in the making of everyone except himself
and Madame Alison—the sole exceptions to this were people behind footlights, midgets, great
artists, and suchlike fabulous folk” (40). This exhibits Alison’s sympathy and kinship with
“freaks” and “queers”—or, as Anacleto terms them, “fabulous folk.” Those who would be
maligned by eugenicists, Alison chooses to befriend. In determining to associate with Anacleto
and perpetual bachelor Lieutenant Weincheck, Alison particularly decides to unite herself with
those who might be labeled “queer.”
This is perhaps, along with the scene with the garden shears, part of the reason why
Alison is not believed when she reports spotting “the shadow of a man” outside the Pendertons’
house (103). Thinking it was her husband sneaking into the house for a tryst with Leonora, she
followed him, only to see Private Williams “squatting by [Leonora’s] bedside” (104). Upon her
attempt to communicate this to Captain Penderton, she is immediately rebuffed. “Stubbornly the
Captain retained his poise.…‘You’re not yourself and you don’t know what you’re talking
about’” (114). This insistence that Alison does not “know what [she’s] talking about” in this
particular instance is directly related to other moments reflecting Alison’s powers of observation.
It is her earlier discovery of her husband’s infidelity that drives her to cutting her nipples with
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the garden shears, and it is Penderton’s refusal to believe her claim that ultimately causes her
institutionalization.5 “The next morning Captain Penderton was not greatly surprised to learn that
Alison Langdon had altogether lost her mind” (114). In fact, Alison is the only character aware
of what actually happened in that moment. Rather than being blinded by delusion, or refusing to
see what she did not wish to view, she sees with her “black eyes of feverish brilliance” a
dangerous situation and articulates the problem to others (33). Yet Penderton refuses to even
consider that what she said might be true—thus leading him later to drunkenly shoot Private
Williams when he catches him kneeling by his wife’s bedside, gazing at her. Ultimately, the
Captain’s own blindness led not only to the death of Private Williams, but also, inadvertently, to
the demise of Alison herself.
Whether in possession of her right mind with all her senses intact or driven to madness
by the disbelief of others, Alison Langdon is soon relegated to an institution, condemned to
spend the rest of her days confined as a result of perceived hysteria. “The doctor finished by
advising that she be sent to a sanatorium as soon as possible” (117). This “sanatorium” in which
she is confined is likely a reference to the infamous Virginia Colony for Epileptics and
Feebleminded, which housed Carrie Buck, who, like Alison, was determined to have borne a
eugenically “defective” child. Adam Cohen notes that when the Virginia Colony was created, it
was intended to house both the feeble-bodied and the feebleminded. “The [Virginia] legislature
noted that the new facility would serve dual purposes: providing specialized care for epileptics
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This institutionalization may have also been the result of a belief in the contagious nature of hysteria, which, as
Foucault observes, was also a concern of early psychiatrists. “This disease in which women invent, exaggerate, and
repeat all the various absurdities of which a disordered imagination is capable, has sometimes become epidemic and
contagious” (139). Thus, Alison Langdon may have also been institutionalized not only for her own “safety” but to
separate her from Leonora, whose feeblemindedness might have rendered her especially susceptible to hysteria.
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and reducing the overcrowding in ‘existing state hospitals for the white insane,’ which were
filled to capacity” (Cohen 40). The description of the Virginia Colony is remarkably similar to
that “sanatorium” “in Virginia” that McCullers describes (McCullers 117). “This establishment
in Virginia catered to patients who were both physically and mentally ill. And the diseases that
attack the body and the brain simultaneously are of a special kind” (117). Both institutions
address perceived physical and mental maladies, those that attack both “the body and the brain.”
In presenting a sanatorium so like the one famously linked to the eugenics movement, McCullers
draws a clear connection between Alison’s institutionalization and that of the many others
confined because they were perceived as aberrant. Yet she suggests that the true deviance lies
with those who placed Alison in the mental institution without empathy or attempt to understand
her.
This institutionalization renders McCullers’ critique of eugenics visible. The
unsympathizing and unbelieving individuals who institutionalized Alison are in fact those same
persons presented with scorn in the text. As a result of her being labeled a hysteric, in keeping
with eugenic categorizations, Alison, who empathizes even with the “warm ruffled body” of a
dead quail whose “little glassy black eyes” mirror her own “black eyes of feverish brilliance,” is
shipped off to a mental institution because those around her refused to see her with an empathy
that reflects her own (35, 36, 33).
Queering Masculinity: Anacleto and Captain Penderton
McCullers’s instance on the value of empathy is also demonstrated in representations of
queerness within Reflections, upon which most scholarship of the novel focuses. Here, I propose
further to connect these references to eugenics rhetoric, as eugenicists and scientists frequently
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linked eugenic discourse to non-normative sexuality and desire. As early as 1898, James Foster
Scott, author of The Sexual Instinct: Its Use and Dangers, as Affecting Heredity and Morals:
Essentials to the Welfare of the Individual and the Future of the Race observed, “almost all
sexual perverts [i.e., those who engage in nonprocreative sex] owe their anomalies of desire,
inclination and fancy to…either their own or their ancestor’s onanism” (quoted in Ordover 73).
Suggesting that practicing masturbation would result in “aberrant” behavior in progeny or in
“anomalies of desire,” Scott proposed that the solution for this problem existed within the field
of eugenics. Nancy Ordover notes that, for Scott, “Heredity was implicated in either instance, for
these ‘anomalies,’ even if acquired, could still be passed along to the next generation” (Ordover
72). As such, those who were determined “aberrant” or what we might now label “queer” were a
focus of the eugenics movement in America.
Among the eugenic “freaks” in the novel is Captain Penderton, whose aberrance would
have caused him to be considered among those Scott considered “perverse,” as “For Scott, the
sexual instinct was ‘an inherent desire for the perpetuation of the species.’ Not surprisingly, he
labeled every sexual act that did not involve propagation of the human race as perverse”
(Ordover 72).6 According to Ordover, “In 1882, Charcot and Magnan determined ‘sexual
inversion,’ along with kleptomania and dipsomania…to be part of a larger and more basic
process of hereditary degeneration” (71). In the case of Penderton, queer desire, thievery, and a
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Scott’s solution, according to Ordover, was a eugenic one. She observes that, like many scientists of the day, Scott
feared not only queer desire, but also that queerness could be passed down biologically.
In conjuring an image of generation upon generation destroyed by the masturbation and/or
homosexuality of their ancestors, Scott may have been urging restraint (which for gays and
lesbians meant celibacy) as an alternative to legal punishment or medical treatment. However, his
reference to an Oliver Wendell Holmes quote—“If you want to reform a man, begin with his
grandfather”—suggests he was probably arguing for eugenic intervention. (73)
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preference for drink form a “perverse” eugenic trinity along just these lines.
The first of these aberrant behaviors is his “inclination” for thievery. McCullers describes
his uncontrollable urge to steal: “Captain Penderton was inclined to be a thief. He was
continually resisting an urge to take things he saw in other people’s houses” (Reflections 34). Not
only does he eventually steal “a beautiful little dessert spoon,” but he is caught in the act by
Alison Langdon (49). This, too, reveals yet another of Penderton’s flaws. “The Captain despised
her also for the fact that she had done him a service—she knew, and kept secret, a matter which
if gossiped about could cause him the most distressing embarrassment” (32-3). Not only does
this cause Penderton to hate Alison, who does him a favor by keeping his secret, but it also
introduces irony—this is, of course, because the Captain himself is a vicious gossip, in contrast
to both of the women in the novel, neither of whom is a gossip.
Captain Penderton’s queerness also has important eugenic implications. As noted earlier,
the Captain shuns any contact with his wife that could potentially lead to intercourse. “I’ll be
damned if I’ll undress you” (55). Seemingly repulsed by the idea of his wife’s naked body, as in
the earlier scene, the Captain not only avoids the reproductive act with Leonora, but also avoids
any contact with her of a sexual nature. Leonora, too, seems very aware of his “penchant for
becoming enamoured of [her] lovers,” as she calls him “prissy” (11, 14). In this refusal to
reproduce, the Captain embodies aspects both of what eugenicists feared about queerness and of
the response they advocated to such concerns. Rather than “playing straight” and creating
offspring with Leonora, Penderton instead chooses one of Scott’s proposed genetic solutions:
celibacy.

By suggesting this, rather than encouraging gay men to marry women in order to comply with compulsory
heterosexuality and thus ostensibly pass their sexual preferences down to future generations, Scott proposes
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Another aspect of Captain Penderton’s character that would have been frowned upon by
period eugenicists is his dependence upon addictive substances. As Penderton “dr[a]nk a good
deal of wine” and also overused a sleep aid called “Seconal,” his reliance upon and potential
addiction to substances like these would have been considered a moral and genetic failing (51).
By requiring the sleep aid in particular to induce a “unique and voluptuous sensation,” Penderton
seemingly relies not only on Firebird but also on addictive chemicals to produce a feeling of
erotic pleasure, rather than on procreative sex.
Alison Langdon’s “young Filipino servant,” Anacleto, too, serves as a basis for the
connection between eugenics rhetoric and queerness. He, however, spurns any attempt at
conformity. Unlike Captain Penderton, Anacleto embraces and flaunts his queerness in the
heteropatriarchal space that is the military base. McCullers presents Anacleto as a character
whose care and sympathy for Alison Langdon is laudable, and she valorizes his queerness in the
face of those who confine their behavior to the rigidity of gender norms.
First, Anacleto’s role as one of two people of color in the text, and his treatment by others
as a result of that fact, evoke eugenic ideology’s long history of racism. Yet the incongruities that
McCullers writes into Anacleto’s character serve to challenge eugenic presumptions about
people of color as “animalistic” and unintelligent. Even as the Major utilizes the term “rare bird”
to link Anacleto to that tradition, it is precisely for his cultured and cosmopolitan sensibility that
he is mocked in this moment. Though comparing him to an animal, the Major remarks, “‘What I
wouldn’t do if I could get you in my battalion!’” implying that Anacleto could use some training
to become more masculine. Thus, Morris Langdon intimates that there is something aberrant,
something queer, about how Anacleto presents himself, and the Major wants him to conform to
sometype of eugenic alternative, perhaps sterilization.
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societally determined standards of masculinity. Yet this also suggests a potential queer desire in
the Major as well, with “what [he] would…do” if he “g[o]t [Anacleto] in [his] battalion” left
deliberately vague. Given Captain Penderton’s secret desire for both the Major and Private
Williams, the possibility of the Major failing to conform to eugenic expectations of sexual fitness
in this way may explain his struggle to fully adhere to eugenic perceptions of masculine
normality.
From his introduction in the novel, Anacleto aligns himself and Alison with “fabulous
folk”—here, McCullers directly connects him with queerness (40). She further troubles
traditional notions of masculinity by first linking Anacleto specifically with a female character,
since he “spoke choice and beautifully enunciated English in a voice that was exactly like Mrs.
Langdon’s” (40). Terms commonly associated with femininity are used to describe him:
[T]he little Filipino walked with grace and composure. He was dressed in sandals, soft
gray trousers, and a blouse of aquamarine linen. His flat little face was creamy white and
his black eyes glowed.…[W]hen he reached the bottom of the stairs he slowly raised his
right leg, with toes flexed like a ballet dancer’s, and gave an airy little skip. (39)
Here, Anacleto is described similarly to a debutante, as he carries himself with “grace” and
“composure.” Rather than wearing a green army uniform, as most men in the novel do, he
instead wears “a blouse” of light and airy “aquamarine linen.” His eyes shine, and his
complexion is “creamy white.” This feminized appearance serves to queer Anacleto’s
masculinity, suggesting that there are a multiplicity of ways to be a man, among them to be a
man who shuns the traditionally masculine in favor of a more ambiguous gender presentation.
The Major would doubtless disapprove of the way Anacleto does not hide this queered
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masculinity—rather, he openly embraces and savors the fact that his wants and desires closely
align him with the feminine. In the company of the Major, Anacleto suggests that Alison
purchase a new dress, with the ulterior motive that he would like a new jacket for himself, made
from the excess material. When Alison demurs, he exclaims, “‘You have not bought a garment in
more than a year. And the green frock is bien usée at the elbows and ready for the Salvation
Army’” (42). This dandiness and fascination with fashion further emphasize his non-normative
masculinity. Not only does he appear feminized, but so, too, do his interests.
Yet the incongruities that McCullers writes into Anacleto’s character serve not only to
challenge normative gender presentation, but also to counter eugenic presumptions about people
of color as “savages.” Anacleto’s interests are refined and cosmopolitan. Not only is he familiar
with the latest fashions, he also cultivates an interest in the theater (“people behind footlights”),
classical music, and particularly, the ballet.
And with that he began to dance. He had been taken to the Russian ballet a year before
and he had never got over it.…[H]e moved about in a languid pantomime that slowed
down until he stood quite still with…his fingertips touched together in a meditative
attitude. Then…he whirled lightly and began a furious little solo. It was apparent from his
bright face that in his own mind he was out on an immense stage....Alison, also, was
plainly enjoying herself. The Major looked from one to the other in disgusted
disbelief.…Anacleto finished with an odd little pose, his elbow held in one hand and his
fist to his chin. (43)
This “odd little” performance, with “fingertips touched together” and “whirl[ing] lightly,” is
inherently feminized in the text. From the repetition of the diminutive “little” to Alison’s
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“plainly enjoying herself” and the Major’s “disgusted disbelief” the traditionally feminine
contrasts with traditionally masculine. In this ballet solo, Anacleto frustrates notions of gender
performance, instead “whirl[ing]” together his maleness with a feminized gender performance
that is worldly and cultured.
Most admirable for McCullers, however, is Anacleto’s character. She gives him the trait
of sympathy, particularly as it relates to Alison Langdon. When Alison gave birth to her weak
and sickly child, “the little Filipino would bear down also” (38). In mimicking her stance,
Anacleto attempts to put himself in her position, both literally and figuratively, and, in doing so,
to share in some way in her suffering. Anacleto also demonstrates a sympathetic character when
he prevents Alison from coming face-to-face with evidence of her husband’s infidelity. He
“rushed down the steps with such a horrified face,” later “burst[ing] into tears” with the emotion
of the evening (46).
These deep expressions of empathy, in conjunction with his queerness, set Anacleto apart
as a eugenic contradiction. While early eugenicists argued that a good and noble character could
not coincide with racial, sexual, or gendered aberrancy, Anacleto demonstrates that nonnormative masculinity exists alongside laudable traits, such as an empathetic and caring nature.
So also do these noble characteristics serve to counter preconceived notions of “savage” people
of color set forth by eugenicists. Instead, Anacleto serves as a model of a new, queered type of
masculinity—one that is tender, kind, and cosmopolitan.
Conclusion: Square Pegs, Round Holes
“The participants of this tragedy were: two officers, a soldier, two women, a Filipino, and
a horse” (3). So McCullers begins Reflections in a Golden Eye. Each character she presents
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exists as a “square peg… scraping about [a] round hole” (125), quite literally raising the question
of “fit” that preoccupied eugenicists. As Oliver Evans notes, “not even the horse is normal,”
making each character representative of a different group targeted by eugenics rhetoric (59). So,
too, is each character ranked according to eugenic preferences of the day. Throughout the text,
however, McCullers slowly reverses this ranking, suggesting, instead, that those characters with
the most empathy are in fact the most fit for participation in civic life, rather than those whom
the eugenicists would have ranked as being the best biological specimens. Each individual in the
text falls somehow short of eugenic expectations, but those who are portrayed with the most
sympathy by McCullers are those who show empathy themselves.
McCullers accomplishes this through six different characters—Major Langdon, Leonora,
Firebird, Alison, Captain Penderton, and Anacleto, all of whom reflect certain “aberrant” eugenic
traits. The figure of the “feebleminded” woman, the “hysteric,” and the “homosexual” are all
subverted by McCullers. Rather then presenting them as did the eugenicists, illustrating them as
deviant figures and dangerous to society’s collective genetic material, she suggests that those
who are the most defective are those who conform to panoptical power structures.
First, Major Langdon represents the regulatory powers in the text. In his attempt to
conform to specific gender norms, he eschews any sense of emotional life, instead deadening his
affective response to violence. In doing so, he positions himself against “morbid” and “female”
compassionate responses to suffering. Finally, he centers his focus upon his own respectability,
rather than his wife’s emotional trauma. In his efforts to emulate the heternormative ideal, one
which also reflects the eugenic ideal, he mangles that which makes him most human—a capacity
for empathy and compassion.
43

Second, at a moment in which the shift towards questioning the eugenics movement in
the United States began, she creates the character Leonora, a feebleminded woman. In eugenics
discourse, the focus on women and their ability give birth to children made them the primary
target of eugenic interventions, such as sterilization. In particular, Leonora is portrayed in many
ways to fit not only the eugenic trope of the feebleminded individual, but also that of the oversexualized woman. Yet McCullers challenges this stereotype by presenting Leonora as a human
being who, in many ways, is superior to those who would have been determined by eugenic
rhetoric to be genetically superior. Though she is described as a woman who would be a target
for institutionalization, she is portrayed as an individual with empathy for others and as a model
of health, which serves to challenge reductionist eugenic categorizations.
Third, McCullers’s descriptions of the horse, Firebird, in the text evoke the language of
horse breeding used by eugenicists to apply to people—in this novel, these descriptions
particularly relate to Leonora, the well-bred wife of Captain Penderton. In referencing Firebird’s
good breeding and vivacious spirit, in many ways McCullers provides Firebird with the most
eugenically sound background, thus placing him at the top of her eugenic hierarchy, rather than
at the bottom. She also gives the horse agency, centering him in a scene in which (at Penderton’s
moment of climax) Firebird is the creature with the most power and control. This upends eugenic
claims by making Firebird—the horse—the fine eugenic specimen, even when portrayed in close
proximity to a man.
Fourth, McCullers presents the incongruity between a feeble mind and a feeble body in
the figure of the “hysteric.” Unlike eugenicists, McCullers demonstrates that a feeble body does
not necessitate a feeble mind. Alison Langdon’s institutionalization due to “insanity” provides
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insight into McCullers commentary on the eugenics movement. Though edging towards lunacy,
the character is clear-minded when she sights the Pendertons’ home invader, though her
description of this factual occurrence is not believed. Thus, Alison is the character whose
sharpness of mind and keen observations lead to her being institutionalized in Virginia, yet her
body is physically weak, in keeping with eugenic categorizations. In institutionalizing the
character who is sick not in mind, but in body, McCullers challenges traditional eugenic
narratives and family studies.
Fifth, McCullers presents Captain Penderton as a character who falls into a deviant
eugenic trilogy of aberrant behaviors, among them his “homosexuality.” While the feebleminded
woman compensates for her lack of intellect with high emotional intelligence and empathy, the
seemingly intelligent Penderton gossips when the silence of another prevents his thievery from
being a topic of discussion. Where the text features a woman being institutionalized for hysteria,
it is Penderton’s hysteria surrounding his queerness that causes a fatal accident. Penderton,
similar to the Major, rejects emotional intelligence and empathy in an attempt to compensate for
his perceived eugenic “flaws.”
Finally, Anacleto frustrates eugenicists’ notions of normative gender presentation and
racist ideologies. In queering masculinity, he demonstrates that maleness cannot be confined to
specific representations of manliness, but, rather, suggests that gender presentation can be
defined by the individual. Anacleto’s appearance and interests, though traditionally associated
with the feminine, exist as a counter to the type of masculinity that the Major represents,
suggesting instead a queered masculinity that exists in concert with an empathetic character.
McCullers ultimately uses these references to eugenics to question the nature of fitness.
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In the novel, she blends references to both eugenic stereotypes and queerness, forging a link
between eugenics rhetoric and queerness in order to question eugenic assumptions and suggest
alternate determinations of defectiveness. In this way, McCullers provides individuality to
challenge eugenic stereotypes— the woman in the narrative who is feebleminded is not
institutionalized, while the one who is institutionalized is not, in fact, feebleminded. In valorizing
characters like Leonora above those who lack sympathy for others, such as Major Langdon,
McCullers suggests that the most devastating form of modern defectiveness is moral, not
biological, in character: not a lack of intelligence but a lack of empathy and kindness.
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CHAPTER 2
“FUNNY IN HER HEAD”: “FITTER FAMILIES” AND FEMINIST RESISTANCE IN
EUDORA WELTY’S DELTA WEDDING
“Cousin Laura,” said Orrin kindly, looking up from his book at her…. “You weren’t here, but
Uncle George and Maureen nearly got killed….They nearly let the Yellow Dog run over them on
the Dry Creek trestle.” (Wedding 22-23)

“He just stayed on the trestle with Maureen” – Introduction
It is with these words that Eudora Welty introduces a narrative that carries throughout her
1946 novel Delta Wedding. This tale, told to Laura, a young girl visiting wealthy relatives living
on a plantation on the outskirts of a sleepy Mississippi town, repeats over the course of the text,
with the recitation of the tale shaping a link between the novel and the eugenics movement of the
early twentieth century. The pervasive nature of eugenics ideology is evident through the
narrative’s frequent allusions to eugenic perceptions of fitness—however, though elements of
eugenics rhetoric are incorporated in the text, Welty ultimately challenges and subverts some
elements of the ideas eugenicists promoted.
Delta Wedding begins with nine-year-old Laura’s journey on the “Yellow Dog” train to
visit “her mother’s people, the Fairchilds,” following the recent death of her mother (Wedding 1).
Upon arrival at their plantation, Shellmound, Laura observes that the entire family is in an uproar
over the second-eldest Fairchild daughter Dabney’s upcoming wedding to the overseer, Troy
Flavin. The Fairchilds, a wealthy, landowning family, serve as an example of a eugenically fit
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family, full of many “fair child[ren],” as their name would suggest. Throughout the course of the
novel, however, Welty shifts the nature of fitness and what constitutes a truly “fair child,” or, as
eugenics discourse might have it, a “well-born” one, subverting eugenics rhetoric and commonly
accepted definitions of worth. She does this primarily through her depictions of the character
Maureen, Laura’s cousin, who, as a result of an injury in her infancy, experiences halted
intellectual development. By including characters with intellectual difficulties, the name
Fairchild becomes not only about who possesses the name but also about who embodies its
literal meaning. In the narrative, Welty develops a definition of fitness apart from that of
eugenicists, one that hinges upon the recounting of an event that happened just prior to the
novel’s beginning.
The story of the nearly fatal incident with the Yellow Dog train is originally shared by
Laura’s cousin Orrin at her first dinner with her relatives. It is this scene, a description fraught
with threatened violence at the hands of an industrial creation, that suggests a feeling of
imminent danger pervading throughout the novel. Orrin begins his story with the image of a
helpless Maureen becoming trapped on the tracks:
“On the trestle Maureen danced and caught her foot. I’ve done that, but I know
how to get loose. Uncle George kneeled down and came to work on Maureen’s
foot, and the train came. He hadn’t got Maureen’s foot loose, so he didn’t jump
either. The rest of us did jump, and the Dog stopped just before it hit them and
ground them all to pieces.” (22-23)
Here, Laura’s uncle George prepares to die with Maureen, rather than jumping off the trestle
himself. “Aunt Robbie,” George’s wife, “was crying behind us and saying ‘Come back, George!’
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And Shelley said, ‘Jump, jump!’ but he just stayed on the trestle with Maureen” (78). In
choosing to stay with his niece, George affirms the value of his niece’s life as equal to that of his
own, regardless of outward perceptions. This selfless act serves as both a representation of the
threat of violence throughout the novel and, as I will demonstrate, an illustration of the
subversion of eugenics ideology demonstrated throughout the narrative as a whole.
The imminent violence of this scene contrasts with Welty’s description of her novel’s
setting. She said of Delta Wedding that the year 1923 was selected for her novel because it was
“uneventful”—“It couldn’t be a war year. It couldn’t be a year when there was a flood in the
Delta…. It had to be a year that would leave my characters all free to have a family story”
(Conversations 49-50). However, regardless of her intent, the novel represents the anguish of
residual wartime anxieties concerning a masculinity founded upon the violence of combat. So,
too, are the novel’s references to eugenics rhetoric deeply connected to both the memory of war
and the concerns about reproduction that proliferated in the years following the First World War.
Throughout the novel, the import of the tale shifts from being simply a “family story” to
a representation of looming and residual violence constructed along lines of gender. I want to
suggest that in this text in particular, Welty is critiquing and interacting with eugenics rhetoric,
yet doing so within specific limits. Rather than entirely condemning the ideology of eugenics,
she instead uses commonly employed eugenic tropes for the purposes of posing a feminist
challenge to patriarchal norms. The narrative is replete with both slower forms of eugenic
violence and that of a more immediate nature. In Delta Wedding, this threat of violence presents
in three ways, looming large over the entirety of the text.
First, the narrative begins by foregrounding men’s versions of events. The male
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perspective serves as part of the family canon, while women are relegated to the background,
with the female members of the family serving as keepers of this male-centric lore. I claim that
Welty challenges this focus upon male perspectives in demonstrating that the more reliable
narrators of a scene are, in fact, women. In valuing male narratives and devaluing those of
women, the Fairchild world presents men as more “fit” to communicate the truth of events, yet
later the work counters these assumptions.
Second, the novel presents the perceived eugenic threat of feeblemindedness though the
descriptions of two female members of the Fairchild family—Maureen and her mother, Virgie
Lee—and suggests that the devaluation of the family’s eugenic fitness is a result of dilution of
the Fairchild bloodline through male marriage with less “suitable” women. Welty accomplishes
this through her use of eugenic tropes in descriptions of both male and female characters,
challenging assumptions that eugenic failings were primarily due to maternal lineage.
Finally, though scholars have primarily focused on how Welty explicitly engages with
eugenics in her short story “Lily Daw and the Three Ladies,” I want to suggest that, while Delta
Wedding does not explicitly address eugenics, she uses the threat of eugenic violence, namely
institutionalization, in the novel to address these ideologies within specific parameters. In
particular, Alison Arant has called attention to the connection between Welty’s writing and
eugenics ideologies. Arant draws a clear link between Welty’s fiction and eugenicists’
encouragement of institutionalization, as opposed to at-home care, for those deemed to be
“feebleminded,” or possessing “mental, social, or moral deficiencies” (Arant 73, Hasian 7).
Though the novel Delta Wedding addresses eugenic concerns less overtly than “Lily Daw
and the Three Ladies,” it still reflects a continuing preoccupation with eugenic ideologies. These
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continued references are indicative of the pervasive nature of eugenics rhetoric and its focus on
what essential qualities determine fitness for citizenship. While eugenicists would claim that
these traits would be biological in nature, Welty instead suggests that true fitness can instead be
found in the character of an individual, specifically their capacity for empathy, rather than in the
lack of perceived flaws or in the possession of good “germplasm.”
Instead of addressing the references to eugenics in the text, critics have far more to say
about gender and class in Delta Wedding. Emmeline Gros posits that
Delta Wedding is far less a feminist story than the feminine version of a malehero tale, that of George brought to Denis’ place and to the center of the narrative.
More importantly, it also points to the provisionality and contingency of George’s
identity in the novel. Welty, by stressing that identities are fluid (not fixed
essences locked into differences which are permanent for all time [Weeks]), thus
questions the essentialism of identity and its “fixity” as natural; that is, as a
biological category (Woodward 26). (Gros)
However, I argue that Welty, rather than presenting a “femini[zed] version of a male-hero tale,”
instead ultimately privileges women and their perceptions of reality. Instead of “placing an
elusive and unstable narrative of masculinity on a pedestal,” I claim that she instead subverts this
expectation throughout the course of the novel, replacing the centrality of male experiences with
a counter-narrative that introduces the centrality of women’s perspectives. Further, she
challenges eugenic and patriarchal expectations of “ideal” perceptions of masculinity, instead
suggesting that “identities are fluid,” which indicates that even the most apparently rigid of
identity positions cannot not be entirely categorizable.
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Gros also suggests that this destabilizing of masculinity exposes the fragility of identity
categories themselves, exposing the fraught nature of “biological categories.” Indeed, she reads
this as Welty questioning the privileged position that masculinity holds in a paternalistic
Southern society.
By probing into a masculinity that is fundamentally lacking in substance, Welty
promotes what Jeffrey Weeks would call a “politics of difference” which subverts
the stability of biological categories—that is, the truth of biology that women
often invoke when placing George on the pedestal of southern heroism. Welty
places our reading of manhood (mediated by the privileged position of female
supporters, the power of tradition, and the “truth” of biology) as a site of
instability. Indeed, if George’s identity seems to be affirmed (or stabilized)
through rituals (of honor and chivalry) that ward off and protect against the power
of the uncontrollable and the impure—that is against time and change—George’s
“true interior” (like Troy’s true nature) periodically breaks through the text’s (or
the women’s voices) carefully controlled surface. (125)
This “instability” of “biological categories” and fraught masculinity forms much of the basis for
Welty’s critique of eugenics ideologies. In presenting her characters as individuals, she subverts
eugenicists’ so-called “‘truth’ of biology,” instead presenting interiorities that counter a rigid
adherence to gender norms.
Additionally, I propose that here, Welty offers a feminist critique of the violence of
eugenics rhetoric within the parameters of a plantation narrative. I will not address the large
amount of literary criticism regarding the plantation narrative, as (within the limits of this
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chapter) I am only interested in focusing on the plantation narrative inasmuch as it relates to
eugenics, with plantation hierarchies and the focus on breeding inviting a critique of plantation
narrative that is eugenic in nature.7 With its concentration on the valorization of certain types of
bodies and dehumanization of others, the plantation mentality exhibits parallels with eugenics
values that offer a basis for a particularly southern critique of eugenics ideology. Given the
widespread nature of the movement, it is perhaps unsurprising that Welty utilized eugenics
rhetoric for her feminist challenge to patriarchal plantation hierarchies.
Specifically connecting another famed Mississippi writer, William Faulkner, to the
subversion of eugenics rhetoric, Jay Watson notes that
George Handley has proposed genealogy as the master trope of New World
plantation literature in the postslavery era [turning it into an]…“instrument of
hegemony,” “an ideological and metaphorical tool of exclusion” (15) that helped
legitimate and consolidate the “landowning social power” (3) of the plantocracy
by writing blacks and other peoples of color out of the national family (15). In the
hands of postslavery novelists…however, genealogy can alternately serve as a
subversive “biological tool” that directs attention to “the ellipses of the planter’s
scheme” and works to “expose planter authority as illegitimate” (17). For
Faulkner and other New World writers, then, a genealogical vision proves a vital
resource in the effort to further the work of decolonization in Plantation America.
The master’s tool can dismantle the master’s house. (Watson 34)

7

For more on Delta Wedding and the plantation, specifically plantation modernity, see Albert J. Devlin’s
“Modernity and the Literary Plantation: Eudora Welty's Delta Wedding.” Brannon Costello explores Delta
Wedding’s focus on the racial paternalism of plantation culture in “Playing Lady and Imitating Aristocrats: Race,
Class, and Money in Delta Wedding and The Ponder Heart.”
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The effort to “dismantle” this genealogical “instrument of hegemony” and “expose planter
authority as illegitimate” is also present in Delta Wedding. There, Welty specifically challenges
the patriarchal aspects of plantation hierarchies, suggesting that “the master’s house” is flawed
because of its valuations based on gender. “Planter authority” is indeed “illegitimate,” but this is
so due to its reliance on male power. Further, though she at times condemns the wealthy planter
family by introducing deviant genealogies, as Watson suggests Faulkner does, at others, she
instead valorizes those with perceived “bad germplasm,” doing so along feminist lines.
Eudora Welty’s depiction of the Fairchild family proves a potent argument against
patriarchal eugenic ideologies. Set in a time when eugenic rhetoric held much of the nation
enthralled, Delta Wedding instead suggests alternative ways of thinking about the worth of every
individual, regardless of intellect, social status, or physical appearance. Though Welty’s home
state of Mississippi did not pass sterilization laws until 1928, the early to mid-1920s served as a
time in which eugenic ideology was sweeping the nation, gaining traction not only in the
legislatures, but in every facet of American life (Larson 121).
In the southern region of the U.S., eugenics rhetoric primarily focused on the family, with
preserving the “purity of White southern bloodlines” being of the utmost priority (Larson 9). As
Edward J. Larson observes, “Even though this emphasis on genealogy could have prejudiced
southerners against recognizing defects in the long and interconnected bloodlines of their region,
it should have predisposed them to accept eugenic concepts” (10). And accept them they did.
This ideology was preached from the pulpits, taught in schools, and was a primary focus of
progressive reform in the South (11, 17). This aspect of eugenics rhetoric is particularly
applicable to Delta Wedding, a novel set on a plantation in the Deep South, where this ideology
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would have served as an effective tool in enforcing patriarchal gender roles and determinations
of eugenic fitness upon the population.
While Welty provides the planter family primarily with qualities that would have been
perceived to reflect eugenic ideals, as I shall demonstrate, contrasted with the Fairchild’s display
of “good” genetic material are the specters of feeblemindedness and “poor white trash” from
both within and outside the Fairchild family. For the purposes of this chapter, I will be focusing
primarily on Maureen as the “feebleminded” child (and a member of the Fairchild family) as
well as on the figure of Dabney’s fiancé, Troy Flavin, who serves as the looming threat of “poor
white trash” moving from outsider to member of the family.8 Though troubling in its lack of
focus upon characters of color, the text subverts eugenic notions of feeblemindedness and white
deviance—perceived eugenic flaws—to challenge the violence of the patriarchal plantation
narrative. I contend that Welty’s characterizations in Delta Wedding in part subvert both eugenic
family studies and the shift towards institutionalization, establishing a value system separate
from “good breeding” and “good germplasm”—biological determinations of fitness—and
instead offering one dependent upon belief in the worth of the feminine individual, based on the
nobility of self-sacrifice and capacity for empathy, and apart from potential contributions one
could make to society or patriarchal beliefs that gender the worth of human beings.
“He Never Came Back” – Violence, Post-World War I Eugenics, and the Fairchild Family
The connection between eugenics and violence may be traced back to founding
eugenicist Francis Galton, who penned a work of fiction that celebrated a Sparta-like culture
8

Perceived by Fairchilds as a class interloper, it is likely that Flavin would have also been viewed by eugenicists as
a biological threat as well. While the Fairchilds do not describe him in explicitly eugenic terms, the language Welty
uses in reference to him indicates the influence of eugenics ideology, as will be discussed later in this text.
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with a race of warrior-men, as Alexandra Minna Stern notes:
Galton . . . dreamed of supreme men in his last substantial piece of writing, the
utopian novel Kantsaywhere. Penned several months before he died and never
published, this story envisaged a race of men “well built, practiced both in
military drills and athletics, very courteous, but with a resolute look that suggests
fighting qualities of a high order.” (Stern 179)
In valorizing such men, Galton links the eugenic ideal with the violence necessitated by war,
thus inextricably intertwining eugenic masculinity with readiness for combat.
Indeed, the violence of war was lauded as an essential proving-ground for the eugenically
fit male, one that should be sought out in other theaters of aggression if actual combat were not
readily available. Stern observes that
In addition to heralding their own genealogies, many male eugenicists, such as
Galton and Teddy Roosevelt, fancied themselves swashbuckling colonists who
embarked on hair-raising adventures to colonial territories, above all, Africa.
Indeed, a brand of colonizer masculinity was integral to eugenics movements
across the globe. …Throughout the twentieth century, analogous versions of
masculinized nationalism thrived in countries with strong socialist or fascist
movements, where leaders often expounded on the need for “new men” for a new
century. (Stern 179)
This mentality reflects not only the inherent racism of the eugenics movement but also its
connection to violence and warfare. Indeed, as Stern suggests, this eugenically-sanctioned
“masculinized nationalism” paved the way for the ascendance of further violence—war on a
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worldwide scale.
World War I, however, marked a shift in eugenicists’ thinking about the relationship
between war and populations. Prior to the advent of modern warfare, many eugenicists promoted
combat as a means of reducing the number of “undesirables” in a population while preserving
the continuation of humanity with its perceived “best and brightest.” Stefan Kühl observes that
this way of thinking resulted from eugenics’ evolutionary roots:
At the turn of the century, for the betterment of the race one group of eugenicists
regarded war as an effective means to filter out the inferior parts of the race or
even to eradicate whole races. In the tradition of evolutionary Social Darwinism,
they used Darwin’s ideas of the struggle for existence in an extremely simplified
version in order to emphasize the positive influence of war in the selection
process. (Kühl 29-30)
In perceiving war as a “filter” by which to eradicate “the inferior parts of the race,” eugenicists
thus preserved the fiction of warfare, thus expediting (to their understanding) natural
evolutionary processes. This way of viewing combat as a type of “‘eugenics war’…fought with
‘elderly men as officers and mental defectives in the ranks’”—what eugenicists would perceive
as “the ‘worst’ [and] the ‘idiots’”— would thus “quickly and simply…rid” the warring nations of
the “degenerates” within their ranks, thus rendering war as “biologically advantageous” (Kühl
31).
However, this perception of war among eugenicists soon changed, with World War I
expanding both the scale of combat and the loss of life to unprecedented levels. Kühl discusses
in particular an economist and eugenicist at Yale University, Irving Fischer, and his response to
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the “war to end all wars.” It was not death on a mass scale, the “quantitative destruction of
human life,” that “nearly broke [Fischer’s] heart” so much as “the elimination of quality, the
killing of…highly valuable people” (Kühl 29). So, too, did David Starr Jordan, director of the
World Peace Foundation and president of the International School, express concern that new
types of combat yielded eugenic destruction, observing that
modern wars lead to “unavoidable deterioration of heredity material.” The
“strongest investment” would be killed or wounded and leave behind no or few
children. On the other hand, the “weak survivors” could remain at home and
visibly reproduce. (Kühl 30-31, quoting Jordan)
This shift in thinking about war in reference to eugenics brought increased concern about the
“weak survivors” returning home to “visibly reproduce” after the “strongest investment” of good
hereditary material died on the front, “leav[ing] behind no or few children.” Given the fact that
many of these “highly valuable people” exhibited true leadership and bravery, which frequently
placed them in the most dangerous situations with the highest mortality rates, the likelihood of
these eugenically “fit” individuals returning home from modern battle decreased significantly
when compared to those who were “weak[er],” more fearful, and less “fit.” Thus, this
disproportionate reduction in the population of those with good germplasm due to the horrors of
war both preoccupied eugenicists and served as a catalyst that propelled the eugenics movement
to its post-war apex.
Eugenic anxieties were exacerbated post-World War I, as eugenicists feared that the
United States’ best eugenic stock had died in the war, leaving behind the inferior to breed, thus
diluting these “bloodlines.” The war had created “mass death” that forever changed the
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landscape of American society (James 11). In The New Death: American Modernism and World
War I, Pearl James quotes the “the popular religious writer Winifred Kirkland[’s 1918
description of] a change in [post-war] American life: people were preoccupied with death as
never before. The war raging in Europe, [Kirkland] claimed, made death ‘new.’ So many men
were dying; so many of them were the ‘shining best’ of their generation. All Americans felt the
loss, from the ‘humblest’ to the ‘most intellectual’” (James 1). This loss of the “shining best” is
what primarily troubled eugenicists.
Concern about intellect and combat is particularly evident in the post-war military, which
employed some aspects of eugenics ideology in its documentation of soldiers, ideas that were
concurrently being used in civilian society in “Fitter Family” competitions, as will be discussed
later. Figure 1 demonstrates that soldiers were ranked according to the approximate
determinations of their intelligence following World War I.

Figure 1. Rough or Approximate Comparability of Scales for the Measurement of Natural
Intelligence9

9

"Rough or Approximate Comparability of Scales for the Measurement of Natural Intelligence." c. 1922. Image
Archive on the American Eugenics Movement. The Harry H. Laughlin Papers, Truman State University, Lantern
Slides, Black Case, Section 7,1732.
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/image_header.pl?id=940&printable=1&detaild=0, 15 March 2018.
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This card, dating from circa 1922, includes categorizations of intellect ranging from
“Very Superior” to “Very Inferior,” with “U.S. Army Letter Grades” assigned to each. This
system also made use of notoriously biased IQ tests in determining an approximate “Mental
Age” for each soldier. Notably, and in keeping with the racist tenets of eugenics rhetoric, the
Army recruits were also categorized according to race, with no “White Officers” considered
“Very Inferior,” and none of the “Negro Draft” ranked as “Very Superior” or “Superior.” All of
this was utilized in determining the “Approximate Military Value” of each individual, which
inevitably fell along both racial and class lines. These categorizations clearly represent eugenic
anxieties following World War I, when the fear of losing each subsequent generation’s “shining
best” to the battlefield was at an all-time high.
These concerns are reflected throughout the novel Delta Wedding via descriptions of the
demise(s) of the Fairchild men, with various generations of the family lost to the horrors of war.
Denis, Battle and George’s brother, continues this macabre tradition, numbering among those of
his generation who were “dead in France,” leaving his family to experience the shock of this
death, as the Fairchild who could have “done everything” died on the battlefield (Wedding 27).
In an effort to combat this continual loss, the names of the male members of the Fairchild family
are recycled through the generations, with George and Battle both being named for uncles who
never returned from combat (Wedding 57). Not only do their names reflect their forebears, but
Battle’s name in particular also evokes the “swashbuckling” martial masculinity so prized by
eugenicists (Stern 179). In selecting such a name for the wealthy planter and head of the
Fairchild household, Welty alludes to the kind of man that evokes not only patriarchal
masculinity, but a vision of warlike manhood as well.
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The first of the violent demises among the family men is described by Laura, who notes
the familiarity of the Fairchild men’s appearance while simultaneously observing that they seem
almost fated for the same violent end as their forefathers.
When she looked at the boys and the men Laura was without words but she knew
that company like a dream that comes back again and again, each aspect familiar
and longing not to be forgotten. Great-Great-Uncle George on his horse, in his
portrait in the parlor—the one who had been murdered by the robbers on the
Natchez Trace and buried, horse, bridle, himself, and all, on his way to the
wilderness to be near Great-Great-Grandfather. (Wedding 16)
This tale of “murder” in the “wilderness” seems reminiscent of the colonizing vision of
masculinity (celebrated by Roosevelt and Galton) that Stern describes. Such a journey on the
“Natchez Trace” through the “wilderness” certainly evokes a sense of the “hair-raising
adventures” that were an integral part of period’s eugenic imaginings (Stern 179). While “GreatGreat-Uncle George” perhaps lacked the “fighting qualities of a high order” that the eugenicists
so admired, this brief aside links the men of the Fairchild family with the “swashbuckling
colonists” of yore.
Later generations of Fairchild men also fail to escape the fate of a violent demise that
visits the family “again and again.” Upon the outbreak of the Civil War, another George and
Battle, along with their brother Gordon, left to fight, with none of them ever returning.
“When did that Uncle George come back?” asked India.
“He never came back,” said Aunt Primrose. “Nobody ever heard a single
word. His brother Battle was killed and his brother Gordon was killed, and Aunt
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Shannon’s husband Lucian Miles killed and Aunt Maureen’s husband Duncan
Laws…” (Wedding 57)
Fears about the failure of men to return home to reproduce are reflected in the references to
“Aunt Shannon’s husband” and “Aunt Maureen’s husband,” neither of whom returned to create
offspring following the war. This history suggests that the Civil War had an impact on the people
of the region similar to the impact that the Great War had globally, rendering the continued
violence of war as a eugenic threat. The repetition of the names of the male members of the
family suggests that this menace is ongoing and continued throughout the generations, with new
versions of the family’s men lost to wartime deaths. This echoes Fischer’s concerns about “the
killing of…highly valuable people” in combat, those who otherwise would have returned to have
purportedly genetically superior children (Kühl 29). Instead, those who remained alive and
returned, or those who never left for war in the first place, were the ones who ostensibly
produced offspring. Notably, it is the men who are centered in these narratives, with the women
who remain functioning as keepers of the family lore.
With many of the men dead as a result of the violence visited upon them, concern turns to
the few descendants there are from those “highly valuable” men lost in combat, and especially to
women as the flawed offspring of noble men. Denis, for example, dies leaving only Maureen, his
daughter, as his sole heir, which proves a source of concern for the Fairchild family, given
Maureen’s intellectual difficulties. As Aunt Tempe laments,
He could have one day married some beautiful girl worthy of him (Mary Lamar
Mackey would have grown up to him), leaving Virgie Lee (Denis’s choice was
baffling, not to be too much brooded on) to somebody she would have tried to live
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with; he would have had a beautiful child—a son—a second Denis, though not his
father’s equal. It was a shame on earth that Maureen, though George would
naturally risk his life for her, was the only remnant of his body; she bore no more
breath of resemblance to him than she did to…the King of Siam. (153)
This concern about Denis’s lost ideal offspring (notably male) reflects concerns of the dilution of
the Fairchild gene pool at the hands of “aberrant” women. Maureen’s mother, Virgie Lee, is
found to be a “baffling” “choice,” leading to the degeneration of his line, with Maureen, who is
assumed to have inherited her “bad germplasm” from her mother, since she bears “no more
breath of resemblance to [her father] than she did to...the King of Siam (153). According to
eugenic ideology, a beautiful child—a “fair” child—would be a physically fit son, but Denis—
the family’s “strongest investment” of good genetic material, died without leaving leave behind
such a child (Kuhl 30-31).
“All the Fairchilds…looked alike”— The “Fitter Family” of Shellmound Plantation
As the nation recovered from war and eugenics seeped its way into American life, one of
the ways this ideology became integrated into even the recreational habits of the average person
was through “fitter family” competitions. Not only in the U.S. but “in Germany, the Soviet
Union, and the United States, families judged superior due to large size, robust appearance, or
mental and physical test scores won medals and special recognition” in these contests (Stern
182). In the U.S., fitter family competitions were conducted at state fairs across the country, with
the breeding of human beings judged similarly to that of the nearby livestock (Eugenics
Archive). Here again the eugenics movement revealed its roots in animal breeding, roots
reaching as far back as Charles Darwin (himself a proponent of eugenics), who noted with
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concern that “Man scans with scrupulous care the pedigree of his horses, cattle and dogs before
he mates them; but when it comes to his marriage, he rarely, or never, takes such care” (quoted
in Isenberg 175). In aligning human sexual selection with the “scrupulous care” taken over the
“pedigree” in “mating” livestock, fitter family competitions created an environment that placed
value on the “pedigrees” of humans as well as livestock.
Welty herself may have even witnessed this phenomenon, given her penchant for
photographing state fairs. The Mississippi Department of Archives and History’s records
documenting her photography across the South provides evidence of her 1930s state fair
photographs, among them images from fairs across Mississippi. While her photographs primarily
focus on the freak shows at these popular entertainment destinations, it is likely that she also
witnessed fitter family competitions, given their ubiquity at those events. Freak shows and fitter
family competitions also served a similar function at these very public forums of
entertainment—they served to distinguish the “norm” from the “abnormal.” By providing
“freaks” to mock and “fitter families” to admire, fairs served to illustrate for the general public
the importance of “good germplasm” and of preventing the less fit members of society from
reproducing.
While fitter family competitions served to inform the general public of the importance of
good reproduction, the concept of using families to demonstrate this essential aspect of eugenics
ideology first found its footing in academic journals of eugenics and published studies that
described “notorious” families with histories of so-called aberrant traits (Goddard ix, 26). Henry
Goddard describes the Kallikak family as having two branches, one of which possessed
“aberrant” traits, and the other as falling within eugenically-defined “normality.” The blame for
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the genetic downfall of the family was notably the fault of the mother, rather than the father.
Goddard focuses his study on one man, Martin, Sr., “of good family,” who procreates with two
different women, with differing outcomes in terms of the “quality” of offspring. The first
relationship he illustrates occurs when “just before attaining his majority … [Martin] met a
feeble-minded girl by whom he became the father of a feeble-minded son” (Goddard 18). As a
result of this union, he eventually had “four hundred and eighty descendants. One hundred and
forty-three of these [according to Goddard]…were or are feeble-minded, while only forty six
have been found normal.” (Goddard 18-19). He catalogs myriad moral and biological defects
that characterize the family, among them “illegitima[cy]…sexual immoral[ity,] mostly
prostitut[ion]…alcoholi[sm]…epilep[sy]…infan[t death]…criminal[ity]…[and] ke[eping] houses
of ill fame” (Goddard 18-19).
By contrast, Goddard characterizes Martin Kallikak’s second relationship, when he
“straightened up and married a respectable girl of good family” as producing “descendants of
radically different character…All of them are normal people” (Goddard 29). He emphasizes the
“different” nature of these offspring by observing that “all of the legitimate children of Martin
Sr. married into the best families in the state” (Goddard 29-30). In determining aberrancy and
normality, focusing specifically on the ways in which the maternal line can influence the traits of
offspring, Goddard’s study (among other eugenic family studies) served to influence academics
and state officials across the country at the height of the movement’s popularity.
However, the fitter family competitions were perhaps the most accessible way eugenic
ideology was disseminated to the South, since higher education there “lagged” behind the rest of
the nation (Larson 40). Larson observes that “the burden of introducing eugenics to the Deep
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South fell on state mental health officials and local physicians,” who were then left to engage the
larger public with this ideology (42). Fitter family competitions used a similar methodology to
the U.S. military in determining the fitness of its participants. As part of the evaluative processes
to determine the “fittest family” during competitions at state fairs, members of each applicant
family were separately assessed on cards that categorized their various traits (Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 2. Individual Analysis Card, Example 110

Figure 3. Individual Analysis Card, Example 211
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“Individual Analysis Card, Example 1.” 1922. Image Archive on the American Eugenics Movement. American
Philosophical Society, ERO, MSC77, SerVI, Box 4: Individual Analysis Cards.
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/image_header.pl?id=217&printable=1&detaild=0, 12 March 2018.
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“Individual Analysis Card, Example 2.” 1922. Image Archive on the American Eugenics Movement. American
Philosophical Society, ERO, MSC77, SerVI, Box 4: Individual Analysis Cards.
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/image_header.pl?id=217&printable=1&detail
d=0, 12 March 2018.
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Taken together, these cards demonstrate an effort to categorize individuals based upon
“Family History,” “Physical Traits,” “Mental Traits,” “Temperamental Traits,” and “Personal
Appearance.” Consideration of these various aspects of the individual would then be added to a
family score card that calculated the entire family’s eugenic “score.” Though the evaluation of
these traits proceeded individual by individual, “Family History” was of particular import to
eugenicists, given its perceived influence on intelligence. As with the “pedigree of…horses” so,
too, was the breeding of the human an essential aspect of eugenic categorization. Accordingly,
each participant in a fitter family contest was plotted on a familial “Pedigree Chart.”
Furthering the connection of livestock breeding and fitter family competitions, winners
frequently were subject to a display of their attributes via photography. They were often
photographed with their evaluators, much as prize livestock are displayed alongside their
handlers (Figure 4). Further documentation took the form of posed photography, with each
family arranged to display its compliance with eugenic norms (Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 4: State Fair Eugenics Building12
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“Kansas State Free Fair, Topeka, Fitter Families Contest examining staff and ‘sweepstakes’ winning family.”
1920. Image Archive on the American Eugenics Movement. American Philosophical Society.
http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/list2.pl, 12 March 2018.
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Figure 5. Posed Fitter Family Photography, Example 113

Figure 6. Posed Fitter Family Photography, Example 214
Continued concern about the effect of war on the development of “fitter families” is
evident in Delta Wedding, where Welty references anxieties about the devaluing of eugenic stock
as a result of intermarriages that have diluted the “good germplasm” of the Fairchilds, thus
rendering them less fit and “fair.” Despite these perceived failings, in the wealthy Fairchild
13

“‘Large family’ winner, Fitter Families Contest, Texas State Fair.” 1925. Image Archive on the American
Eugenics Movement. American Philosophical Society. http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/list2.pl, 12 March
2018.
14
“‘Large family’ winner, Fitter Families Contest, Texas State Fair.” 1925. Image Archive on the American
Eugenics Movement. American Philosophical Society. http://www.eugenicsarchive.org/eugenics/list2.pl, 12 March
2018.
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family, Welty crafts characters reminiscent of those who participated in the fitter family
competitions so popular in the early twentieth century. Their genetic similarities are described
almost obsessively, with Welty noting that the “boys and men, girls and ladies all, the old and the
young of the Delta kin—even the dead and the living…were alike—no gap opened wide between
them.…All the Fairchilds in the Delta looked alike” (Welty 16). Not only is it observed that the
Fairchilds “looked alike,” but so, too, are their common genetic markers illustrated. “They all
had a fleetness about them, though they were tall, solid people with ‘Scotch legs’—a neatness—a
neatness that was actually a readiness for gaieties and departures, a distraction that was
endearing as a lack of burdens.…With only a fairness of color (a thin-skinnedness, really) and an
ease in the body, they had a demurring, gray-eyed way about them” (17). Not only does Welty
describe the family in the plural, as one family unit, but she also indicates that they all share the
same physical characteristics. In many ways, the Fairchilds almost become one individual
entity—the “fitter family” of Shellmound Plantation.
While descriptions of the family mirror depictions of fitter families popularized in
photographs from county fairs, the potential for eugenic devolution pervades the text. The
women of the family, in keeping with eugenics rhetoric, are portrayed as contributing to the
dilution of the Fairchild men’s genetic prowess. In some ways, George represents a counter to
these concerns. Considered almost a mirror image of Denis, he still is also described as being
entirely a reflection of earlier Fairchild men, before they were devalued through intermarriage
with women who did not possess the same type of genetic stock. Ellen Fairchild contemplates
that
All the Fairchild men…were six feet tall by the time they were sixteen and
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weighed two hundred pounds by the time they were forty.…George, though he
was not himself fat, was markedly bigger and fairer than any of them in the early
portraits, as if he were not a throwback to the type (which had faltered but little,
after all, through marriages with little women like her…) but a new original—a
sport of the tree itself. (27)
Contrasting with the tall, sturdy Fairchild men, a veritable picture of all that eugenicists prized in
males, the women are “little.” Gradually, through intermarriage with these diminutive women,
the Fairchild line is seen to lose its supposed genetic superiority.
This is reinforced when Dabney exclaims, “‘Oh, Mama, that was just because my brain
isn’t working; why did you bring up your children with faulty brains?’” (Delta Wedding 19).15
As a response to this outburst, Battle jokingly responds to Dabney: “‘She ought to have drowned
you when you were little,’ said Uncle Battle, and this was their extravagant way of talk” (Delta
Wedding 19). It is notable, and indeed in keeping with the rest of the novel, that the male
response to this perceived eugenic flaw is violence and death, indirectly reflecting wartime
violence, even in this post-war setting. Of course, this more directly references the most
infamous use of eugenics practices, one that ultimately led to the demise of this once popular
ideology: the German use of eugenics rhetoric to justify the euthanasia of those they labeled
undesirable, including “newborn babies, children with physical and mental disabilities, the
mentally disturbed, and the infirm” (Weindling 324). Tellingly, it is a man, Battle, who responds
with violence and proposes a eugenic response, albeit jokingly.
With the men of the family continually at risk from both wartime deaths and the
degeneration of their genes at the hands of the women they marry, the Fairchild “fitter family” is
70

portrayed as in constant danger of transforming from an ideal eugenic family to one overrun by
feeblemindedness and bad genetic material. This fearmongering was precisely the goal of the
proponents of the movement. In presenting a “fitter family” with devolving eugenic qualities,
Welty centers her narrative on a family threatened by the degenerate—from both within and
outside the Fairchild clan.
“Feeblemindedness” Among Them—Institutionalization and the “Not-so-Fair” Child
The preoccupation with the eugenic fitness embodied by fitter families serves as only one
of the ways in which Welty addresses eugenic ideologies. Another way she does so regards the
widely growing popularity of institutionalization for the “feebleminded.” While she does not
directly address this in Delta Wedding, she alludes to it, particularly as it relates to the character
Maureen. Although it was particularly difficult for the institutionalization of the “aberrant” to
gain a “foothold” in the South, where family bonds were prized, during the 1920s, when the
novel is set, suggestions of institutionalization for the “feebleminded” reached a fever pitch
(Arant 74). Arant notes of “Lily Daw and the Three Ladies” that
The traditional model of care depicted there . . . is precisely that which garnered
criticism from eugenicists in the early twentieth century. By setting her story at
the moment of this transition away from the familial/communal model of care
giving and toward the institutional model, Welty explores the foothold gained by
eugenic ideology apart from officially implemented state policies. (Arant 74)
This is particularly evident in the growing presence of asylums in Mississippi. The state’s first
insane asylum was located in Welty’s hometown of Jackson, Mississippi, until 1935, when it
relocated to Whitfield, Mississippi. Welty herself even photographed the Mississippi State
15

Notably, the blame for raising such a child is laid at her
71mother’s feet, rather than her father, Battle’s.

Hospital in Jackson, suggesting a familiarity with this institution specifically, implying that she
not only was aware of it but also consciously considered such institutions in the state for
inclusion in her work.
Institutionalization took longer to reach the Deep South, according to Larson, “probably
both because of the agrarian nature of Southern life, which made the need for such facilities less
apparent, and because of the lack of state financial resources to construct and maintain them”
(Larson 24). However, by the time in which Delta Wedding is set, institutionalization had
become a priority for the state of Mississippi. Molly Zuckerman notes that the Mississippi State
Asylum (later known as Mississippi State Hospital) had the most oversight in the 1870s, which
ensured that the asylum was kept in good livable condition (Zuckerman). However, increasing
numbers of institutionalizations that coincided with the rise of eugenics rhetoric led to
overpopulation and underfunding for the institution. Larson observes of the growth of the asylum
in the South,
State hospitals for the mentally ill and schools or colonies for the mentally
retarded offered ready-made institutions for sexual segregation once fixed
hereditarian ideas of mental disease took hold. “At first,” [mental hygiene
reformer Albert] Deutsch noted, “the ideal underlying institutional custody of the
feebleminded was to protect the inmates from the dangers of society. The turn of
the century witnessed a complete revolution in the custodial ideal; the main object
now was to protect society from the menace of mental defectives.” (Larson 24)
H. H. Goddard, infamous “leading architect of eugenic remedies,” proposed in 1913 that “once
identified, mentally retarded children needed to be institutionalized” (25). He “found that most
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parents refused to relinquish their children, owing to their ‘parental love’…[as a result, he
suggested] ‘making laws requiring the forcible taking away of these children from their homes
and placing them in…colonies’” (25).
In 1919, four years before the year in which the action in the narrative occurs, Thomas
Haines, the “‘Scientific Advisor’ to the Mississippi Mental Hygiene Commission” advocated for
the creation of a colony for the feeble-minded in the state, stating that it was “‘an imperative
necessity’” (61, 63 [Larson quoting Haines in second quotation]). Mississippi School and Colony
for the Feebleminded, later known as Ellisville State School, “opened in January of 1921[, with
the] original “colony” consist[ing] of eight people who were transferred from Mississippi State
Hospital” (Larson 91, “Ellisville State School”).16 The superintendent of the nascent institution,
H. H. Ramsey, lamented in 1923 that a lack of funds prevented the growth of the colony, writing,
“at the present, we have only the nucleus of what an institution for the care and training of these
defectives should be” (quoted in Larson 91).
While in 1923 (the year in which Delta Wedding was set), the Mississippi School and
Colony for the Feebleminded existed as a fledgling offshoot of the Mississippi State Hospital, it
eventually grew into an accepted reference in the state as a place to send those determined to be
feebleminded. Welty specifically mentions Ellisville State School (colloquially known as
Ellisville) in “Lily Daw,” where the titular character’s guardians reference it with an
amalgamation of the institution’s two names.
“Mrs. Watts and Mrs. Carson were both in the post office in Victory when the

16

The name of the institution was changed from Mississippi School and Colony for the Feebleminded to Ellisville
State School in 1929, and it continues to operate today as a facility for those with disabilities (though it primarily
“provid[es] services to persons with disabilities while in the comfort of their own homes and natural environment”)
(“Ellisville State School”).

73

letter came from the Ellisville Institute for the Feebleminded in Mississippi
…‘What will Lily say,’ beamed Mrs. Carson at last, ‘when we tell her we’re
sending her to Ellisville!’” (“Lily Daw” 3).
No such specific allusion, however, appears in Delta Wedding. This is perhaps a reflection of the
year in which the narrative is set, since the Mississippi School and Colony for the Feebleminded
was a new institution and the legislation that provided for the creation of such colonies was still
recent, both of which suggest that in 1923 the Ellisville colony was not quite as notorious as it
later came to be.
Women were a particular focus of these policies, not only in the U.S. South, but
nationwide. A perfect example of this is the case of Deborah Kallikak, of the family made
notorious by the writing of Goddard. Deborah was institutionalized at Vineland Training School
for Feeble-Minded Girls and Boys in New Jersey from a young age. Goddard describes her as
a child who has been most carefully guarded. She has been persistently trained
since she was eight years old, and yet nothing has been accomplished in the
direction of higher education or general education. To-day if this young woman
were to leave the Institution, she would at once become a prey to the designs of
evil men or evil women and would lead a life that would be vicious, immoral, and
criminal, though because of her mentality she herself would not be responsible.
(Goddard 12)
“[Eugene] Doll [the son of one of Goddard’s assistants] quotes one acquaintance as saying, ‘Hers
was a body which moved with full knowledge of the impact of its movements on the opposite
sex’” (Smith 31). This is indicative not only of the intention of the eugenics movement to isolate
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the feebleminded, but also of its aim of policing female sexuality. Smith observes that this
isolation served the purpose of preventing Deborah Kallikak from marrying and reproducing.
Multiple times throughout her institutionalization, she fell in love, once attempting to escape
from Vineland. Asserting her “right to romantic involvement,” Deborah observed that what she
had done was not “wrong,” but rather was “only nature” (33). However, despite her attempts to
leave, Goddard’s project ultimately proved “successful,” as Deborah sadly remained
institutionalized until her death at the age of 89 (33).
Within the Fairchild family, Maureen embodies the eugenic fear of the “feebleminded”
individual, serving as a type of Deborah Kallikak, pre-institutionalization. She first appears very
early in the novel, almost from the very moment Laura steps off the Yellow Dog train. “All of a
sudden Maureen ran out from under the pecan trees—the cousin who was funny in her head,
though it was not her fault.…She had never talked plain; every word was two words to her and
had an ‘I’ in it” (Welty 11). From this “sudden” entrance into the text, Maureen very much
appears as though she could grow up to become the feebleminded “menace” the eugenicists
feared. While the imminent fear of a sexual eugenic menace is absent in Delta Wedding, it is
notable that Maureen is a girl, and not a male child, as it evokes concerns about the potential for
Maureen to develop into a feebleminded woman who could then reproduce, since she was not
separated and institutionalized. This is in keeping with eugenic family studies of the era, which
warned of the potential for feebleminded women to produce similarly “impaired” offspring.
Ramsey specifically did not limit his warnings of a feebleminded sexual menace to adult women,
but also intimated that young girls could pose a similar threat:
The average defective girl has no chance in the world.…With her weak power of
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inhibition, with a developed body and a retarded mind, she readily falls victim to
designing persons…[and] becomes a menace to the morals and health of the
community.…Many a young boy is made immoral and his life ruined at the
threshold of manhood by the sex advances of feebleminded girls and women.
(Ramsey quoted in Larson 92)
Such accounts suggest that within a few years, Maureen would have been considered a potential
sexual “menace” by eugenicists concerned about preventing the spread of feeblemindedness via
defective “germplasm.”
However, rather than framing Maureen’s condition as a result of genetics, Welty presents
an alternative source for Maureen’s feeblemindedness:
Maureen had been dropped on her head as an infant. . . . Her mother, Virgie Lee
Fairchild, who had dropped her, ran away into Fairchilds and lived by herself,
never came out, and . . . she wore her black hair hanging and matted to the waist,
had not combed it since the day she let the child fall. “You’ve seen her!” Their
two lives had stopped on that day, and so Maureen had been brought up at
Shellmound. (79)
Notably, Maureen is not institutionalized when her intellectual difficulties arise, but is instead
“brought up at Shellmound,” with the family taking on her care rather than the state. Larson
indicates that communal culture of the South served to challenge the adoption of
institutionalization in the region. “This extended sense of kinship and family responsibility
influenced the region’s response to eugenics in subtle ways. It provided a broader network of
relatives to assume and assert responsibility for individuals who might otherwise be subject to
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eugenic remedies in state institutions” (Larson 9). Markedly, this is a function of privilege,
specifically wealth, as this option was particularly applicable to wealthy white Southerners, who
could afford the privilege of at-home care, even after institutionalization became more common
in the region.
Additionally, the passage presents not one, but two forms of eugenic “failings,” madness
and feeblemindedness, neither of which are hereditary in this case. Virgie Lee is driven mad with
grief for causing her daughter’s injury, and Maureen’s resulting feeblemindedness is notably
caused by this accident, rather than genetics. In this, Welty counters both “fixed hereditarian
ideas of mental disease” and the notion that women were frequently carriers of aberrant traits
leading to degeneracy (Larson 24). Here, Welty challenges the suggestion that madness and
feeblemindedness run in families, suggesting that they are not so much results of “bad
germplasm” as effects of fate and life experiences. Regardless of the reason for
feeblemindedness, Welty indicates that it is rather the family bond that should comprise the
largest consideration, emphasizing “kinship” over intellectual capacity.
This is further developed when Laura is mistaken for Maureen by the local preacher.
When Laura “fastidiously” corrects him, her uncle Battle stresses to her both the worth that
Maureen has as a person and the familial bond that they share (Welty 79).
“She’s just as much Fairchild as you are,” said Battle. “So don’t
ever let me catch you getting stuck up in your life.” He gave Laura a look.
“Is Maureen my first cousin?” Laura cried.
“We’re kin to Maureen the same as we’re kin to each other,”
Shelley told her. “On the Fairchild side.” (79-80)
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Battle repeatedly observes that the connection Laura and Maureen share is “on the Fairchild
side,” with either being “just as much Fairchild as the other” (79-80). This seems a remarkable
shift from his earlier joking suggestion of “drowning” a child with “faulty brains” when they
“were little” (Delta Wedding 19). However, I would like to suggest that this is perhaps an
example of the destabilization of identity categories that Gros observes. Such a moment
demonstrates that even the wealthy planter, in the patriarchal control of the plantation, cannot be
inextricably linked to one unshifting “Fairchild” identity. While his character writ large holds
firmly to the systems of power that grant him privilege, he nonetheless occasionally shifts from
enforcing patriarchal determinations of worth (which align with eugenic valuations as well), thus
suggesting that even the plantation owner possesses the capacity for empathy, recognizing and
encouraging it in others as well.
In including both girls, one intellectually challenged and one within the realm of
eugenically defined “normality” in the family unit of the Fairchilds, Welty indicates that the
girls’ “right” to be a member of the family is not based upon conforming to the eugenic
standards of a “fitter family” but is rather a matter of blood. Thus, being a “fair child” does not
follow eugenic prescriptions for fitness but instead serves to emphasize the importance of the
family bond as a determining factor of worth. Regardless of their eugenic status, the reiteration
of their shared kinship serves to underscore the importance of relation as opposed to eugenic
determinations of fitness.
“An overseer born and bred”—Troy Flavin and Male Violence
Welty contrasts this challenge to eugenic determinations of fitness with the presentation
of a potential threat to the Fairchilds’ ability to live up to their name— the threat of becoming the
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kind of “poor white trash” family frequently held up as the “consequence” for ignoring
eugenicists’ insistence upon “good breeding.” Nancy Isenberg notes in White Trash that after the
1920s, many “saw social exclusiveness masquerade as science and disdain for rural
backwardness and the mongrel taint intensify. In a culture under siege, white trash meant impure,
and not quite white” (Isenberg 205). Though eugenicists focused primarily on southern
womanhood and the tropes of the “angelic mother” and the deviant “predatory seductress,”
Welty instead challenges this expectation by focusing on white deviance in the form of a male
character (Lancaster 3).
This type of deviance is associated in particular with the rural south, where many lived in
poverty, a fact which affected many aspects of life and health in the region:
All in all, the rural South stood out as a place of social and now eugenic
backwardness.… The “lazy diseases” of hookworm and pellagra created a class of
lazy lubbers. Illiteracy was widespread. Fear of indiscriminate breeding loomed
large. The stock of poor white men produced in the South were dismissed as unfit
for military service, the women unfit to be mothers. (Isenberg 198)
This specific focus on “eugenic backwardness” centering on the South was ostensibly
“confirmed” by interwar intelligence testing, with the Army conducting IQ testing and finding
that poor white and black recruits from the region had “the lowest IQ scores” (198). Data such as
this supposedly confirmed for many prominent eugenicists that the locus of “eugenic
backwardness” lay in the southern U.S. “Southern white men exhibited stunted bodies—army
medical examiners found them to be smaller, weaker, and less physically fit,” traits due most
likely, of course, to malnutrition and disease but nonetheless attributed to “bad” genetic material
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(198).
This narrative was furthered by eugenic family studies that portrayed “aberrant”
whiteness, making learning about eugenics ideologies more accessible to a reading public.
Nicole Hahn Rafter indicates that “The family studies gave the movement its central,
conformational image: that of the degenerate hillbilly family, dwelling in filthy shacks and
spawning endless generations of paupers, criminals, and imbeciles” (Rafter 2). With visions of
an aberrant biological menace growing, readers developed both an understanding of eugenics
rhetoric and a fear of alleged aberrant genealogies.
One such study Rafter references, conducted by the Eugenics Record Office, focuses on a
specific community in Massachusetts populated by people described as “Hill Folk” (81). In
crafting a chart to explicate the varied aberrant traits associated with each family line in the
community, Florence H. Danielson and Charles B. Davenport, the authors of the study, construct
a two-pronged argument—that the “defectives” in question are a financial drain on society and
thus that they “should not be allowed to marry at all” (82). The authors of the study trace the
family history as a “migrat[ion]…from the western hill region,” with “the hill[s]” serving as the
source of degeneracy (86).
Furthering the novel’s connection to eugenics ideologies, Welty introduces the character
of Troy Flavin, an outsider from “the hills” of Mississippi engaged to marry into the Fairchild
family (Delta Wedding 32). Notably, Troy is not the firstborn son of neighboring wealthy
plantation owners. Instead, he is the overseer for the Fairchild family, firmly cementing him as a
member of the working class. His impending marriage to Dabney is viewed by the family with
great distress. “The Fairchilds would die, everybody said, if this [marriage] happened” (38).
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Their concern at the further eugenic deterioration of their line, personified in the threat of this
new addition, focuses primarily on classist and economic concerns, though it nonetheless reflects
eugenic preoccupations of the time.
Welty introduces Flavin to the narrative by questioning his parentage. “Indeed, who was
Troy Flavin, beyond being the Fairchild overseer? Nobody knew. Only that he had a little mother
in the hills” (32). Notably, even Troy’s surname, Flavin, speaks to his heritage as an outsider
who is perceived as less eugenically fit than the Fairchilds. Flavin, which translates to “yellowin,” makes him somehow “less than” or not quite as white as the Fair-childs, those whose name
evokes not only beauty and eugenic fitness but also a beauty and fitness that are specifically
white. “Hill folk,” as Watson notes, were often considered poor “white trash,” as discussed in
“George McDougle’s…family study, Mongrel Virginians, the book that brought family studies
methodology to the South,” and in some of Faulkner’s work that “marks the hills as a hotbed of
vice that flouts middlebrow mores” (Watson 39). Troy, with his “little mother in the hills,”
represents a eugenic danger to the “fitter” Fairchilds, a biological threat whose marriage to
Dabney would, according to eugenic criteria, produce offspring with bad “germplasm” as a result
of his “white trash” lineage.17
The novel ultimately suggests, however, that Flavin’s true pathology stems not from his
“Family History” nor from his “little mother in the hills” but rather from his inordinate cruelty
that surpasses his every other characteristic. While one of the most problematic aspects of Delta
Wedding is the relegation of black characters to the periphery, in one instance, Welty does

17 His humble connections are further underscored by the fact that his mother engages in quilt-making, as he notes
that “[his] little old mama made the prettiest quilts you ever laid your eyes on” (Wedding 123). By engaging in a
type of craft by then commonly associated with those who could not afford fine linens for their beds and instead had
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condemn the racial brutality of the plantation hegemony, as Shelley Fairchild, Flavin’s future
sister-in-law, witness the overseer’s cruel paternalism. She discovers Troy “having trouble with
some of the [field] hands” one of whom is brandishing an ice pick at him, after which he shoots
off one of the field hand’s fingers and to another metes out a particularly harsh and unnecessary
punishment with a whip. Shelley reflects in horror at Troy’s almost “drunk[en]” delight at
another’s misery, experiencing a moment of clarity regarding the overseer’s violent nature (258).
As though the sky had opened and shown her, she could see the reason why
Dabney’s wedding should be prevented. Nobody could marry a man with blood
on his door.…Shelley could only think in her anger of the convincing
performance Troy had given as an overseer born and bred. Suppose a real Deltan,
a planter, were no more real than that. Suppose a real Deltan only imitated another
Deltan. Suppose the behavior of all men were actually no more than this—
imitation of other men. (258-9)
Here, not only does Welty single out men specifically as the performers of cruel cultural norms
and expectations, but she also links this specifically with a rigorous adherence to plantation
mores. Troy Flavin, a member of the aberrant “hill folk,” “perform[s]” as “an overseer born and
bred.” Here, in the moment in which Troy is most effective as the overseer whom the Fairchilds
have hired as an upholder of the cruel patrician standards of a Delta plantation, is also the
moment in which the narrative’s condemnation of him is most clear.
For Welty, then, the bad “blood” “on [Troy Flavin’s] door” is less the figurative “blood”
of bad breeding, as the eugenicists would claim, but rather the literal blood of violence he spills.

to use scraps to create warm quilts, Troy’s mother links him through family history to a people of a much lower
social class than the wealthy Fairchilds.
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Shelley’s thoughts upon glimpsing this scene illustrate this point, as she describes the link
between the shedding of this “blood” of violence as an “imitation” of “real Deltans” and
“planters.” However, though Shelley experiences a moment of clarity, seeing “the reason why
Dabney’s wedding should be prevented” and even thinking that “nobody could marry a man with
blood on his door,” she ultimately remains silent, intimating that her loyalty to her class
supersedes this realization that the men in her family are complicit in plantation violence and
oppression.
I suggest that Welty uses Shelley’s perspective of this moment as an indication of Troy’s
involvement and complicity in a system of bloodshed. This, then, is what most unites him with
the planter class and those who benefit from patriarchal plantation culture. In aligning himself
this way, through the “blood” not of kinship but of brutality, Troy seeks to replace familial ties
with shared class traits. These are aspects of the planter class that Welty most condemns with her
narrative. In linking the violence of patriarchal plantation culture with a lack of empathy, she
indicates that this exists as Troy’s greater failing, as opposed to a lack of good breeding.
In particular, the scene in which he performs this cruel act is associated with that which is
particularly male. Through suggesting that this “perform[ance]” of an overseer is when he is
most heartless and most aberrant, Welty simultaneously suggests that the greatest “defect”
exhibited in her tale is cruelty, a cruelty that, through Shelley, she suggests may lie dormant in
every “Deltan” and every male. Here, Welty forms a genealogical chain in reverse—from
overseer, to Deltan, to planter, to all men. This composes a “genealogy of deviance,” of cruelty,
that is uniquely male, a genealogy of “toxic masculinity” (Watson 35)—but a genealogy that is
not biological, one founded on affiliation rather than filiation. Shelley’s determination to prevent
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the marriage of Dabney and Troy thus simultaneously centers on two factors—both that Troy
imitates cruel men and also on the fact that Troy is male (which makes his cruelty unavoidable,
as all men are seen to be cruel). Thus, it is both his delight in cruelty and his maleness, as
opposed to his class or any kind of genetic failing, that jointly condemn him in Welty’s narrative.
Retelling, Reevaluating—A Shift in Perception
Welty furthers this criticism of the true nature of fitness with the continued retelling of
the Yellow Dog incident and its lasting effect on the characters. The text notes through multiple
retellings George’s willingness to sacrifice his life for Maureen, or even to die with her, rather
than allow her to be crushed by the barreling train.
Significantly, Orrin’s version of events, which we encountered in the introductory section
of this chapter, is later contradicted by Shelley’s memory of the moment. She recalls looking up
at the scene from the ground below the trestle and seeing “George and Maureen above locked
together,” much as Orrin did in his multiple accounts of the story (115). After this moment,
however, her version of events diverges from that of her brother. As she continues,
Maureen with no warning pushed with both her strong hands on George’s chest,
and he went over backwards to fall from the trestle, fall down in the vines to little
Rany’s and old Sylvanus’s wild cries. George did not even yet let her go, his hand
reached for her pummeling hand and what he could not accomplish by loosening
her foot or by pulling her up free, he accomplished by falling himself. Wrenched
bodily, her heavy foot lifted and Maureen fell with him. (115)
Maureen, “with no warning,” attempts to shove George out of the way of the oncoming train,
willing to sacrifice herself while sparing him a violent death. In what is clearly a decisive act, she
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“pushe[s] him with both her strong hands on George’s chest,” in an attempt to prevent him from
perishing with her, refusing what Orrin has presented as George’s act of noble sacrifice. While
George laudibly refuses to “let her go,” it is Maureen’s choice that sets into motion the series of
events that saves them both.
This scene illustrates two important aspects of the text. Notably, no one in the family
except Shelley seems to remember Maureen’s selflessness; they only remember George’s. The
narrative that becomes part of family lore is that of George’s sacrifice, not of Maureen’s. In this
way, the man striving to fulfill culturally prescribed notions of valor ultimately becomes the
individual whose sacrifice is rendered visible, as opposed to the young woman whose act of
selflessness proves most effective in saving the lives of both parties.
The second goal this scene accomplishes is in contesting eugenic perceptions of fitness.
In pushing George away from her to safety, Maureen serves as a reflection of Denis’ best
characteristic—not the physical attributes that eugenicists would have most admired but the
moral trait of “loving people too much,” one derived apart from her genetic inheritance (152).
Perhaps most importantly, however, Welty sites this act of noble sacrifice with a “feebleminded”
girl, not a grown man. Though the family narrative, located in the patriarchal plantation, invokes
reigning eugenic criteria of fitness with its account of a noble masculine hero, Welty ultimately
privileges the feminine in a counternarrative of the selflessness of Maureen.
Conclusion: Challenging the Patriarchal Plantation
Welty’s Delta Wedding presents eugenic stereotypes and subverts them, playing on the
patriarchal nature of the plantation sphere in an effort to challenge eugenic claims about
biological inheritance. She uses multiple characters to evoke varied aspects of eugenics rhetoric.
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First, in ensuring that Maureen remains with the Fairchild family, rather than facing
institutionalization, Welty subverts the eugenic trend of shifting from at-home care of
intellectually challenged individuals to the institution, while simultaneously acknowledging
aspects of privilege that allow families to choose this option. As neither Maureen nor her mother
(driven mad with grief) is institutionalized, the text doubly condemns this practice, suggesting
instead that encouraging families to continue to care for their members who are intellectually
challenged or experiencing mental illness benefits both the family and its more “dysgenic”
members. However, this is notably a function of both class and paternalism, given that many
poorer families did not have access to this option. Since neither woman’s “feeblemindedness”
results from heredity, the text counters eugenic claims that the mental difficulties the eugenicists
so feared were the result of bad breeding, suggesting instead that these were frequently incidental
or accidents of fate that did not render life any less “fit” for citizenship.
Second, Welty crafts for her novel a dysgenic villain—yet suggests that it is not his
identity as an outsider and poor “hill folk” that is most responsible for making him an unsuitable
partner for Dabney and a looming threat to the Fairchild family. Instead, it is his cruelty towards
others and his maleness that condemns him. In shaping a plantation narrative that assigns the role
of overseer to a young man considered poor “white trash” but also portrayed as the enforcer of
wealthy white patrician standards of violent racial and labor discipline, the text seemingly
reserves its quasi-eugenic verdicts of “unfitness” for the male characters rather than the women.
Since Welty designates maleness as a particular site of cruelty, which she designates as
especially pathological, it is “toxic masculinity” and enforcement of patriarchal norms that she
deems most abhorrent.
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Further, by repeatedly featuring her characters’ descriptions of George risking his life to
protect Maureen from certain death in the face of an oncoming train, Welty emphasizes that
male-centered narratives are particularly valued and repeated in the Delta world of the
Fairchilds—thus more likely to become part of family lore. Even in this version of events,
however, she rejects eugenic valuations of human life, instead suggesting that all people are of
equal worth. In creating a man reflecting ideal eugenic traits who willingly attempts to sacrifice
his life for the feebleminded woman, the narrative suggests that perhaps it is not his physical
characteristics but rather his kindness of heart that is most worthy of praise.
While George’s empathetic nature is in keeping with eugenic claims of exemplary moral
characteristics existing alongside physical superiority, Welty ultimately presents an alternative
narrative through Shelley’s perspective that instead centers a feebleminded child’s kindness and
bravery as the act that averts a tragedy. In privileging a moral goodness that is incongruous with
so-called admirable eugenic traits, she implicates that empathy is not exclusively linked to those
with good biological traits, separating moral character from traits that are inborn. Further, and
most importantly, she locates this moral goodness within a female character, ultimately
countering one of the most valued tenets of eugenics rhetoric—that women in particular posed a
threat to eugenic norms. By crafting a plantation narrative that ultimately subverts patriarchal
plantation norms and condemns toxic masculinity, Welty challenges the devaluing of the
feminine inherent in both plantation structures and eugenics rhetoric, instead valorizing the kind
heart of a “feebleminded” girl— the true standard of fitness in Delta Wedding.
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